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CHAPTER ONE Recounting and Concealing the War 
 
Introduction 
 
Before arriving in Freetown with the idea of studying changes in female gender roles as a result of 
the eleven year-long Sierra Leonean civil war, I had never been to West Africa. Anthropologists of 
postwar Sierra Leone such as Chris Coulter (2009) and Rosalind Shaw (2007; 2007b) have written 
prominently about the contrast between a regional aesthetics of concealment on the one hand, and 
liberal interventionist assumptions about the redemptive power of truth-telling on the other. Having 
read their work, I thought that women may not want to discuss their wartime experiences directly. 
Moreover, I wanted to avoid playing into the postwar commodification of stories of violence (in 
exchange for humanitarian aid), or into stereotypes depicting ‘war-torn’ places in Africa solely 
through tropes of ‘horrific’ violence (cf. Berghs 2011: 256; Coulter 2009: 29; and Denov 2010: 8-9). I 
had therefore devised a research proposal which focussed not on collecting direct accounts of war, 
but rather on asking women about changing patterns of family relationships, fosterage, adoption, 
household composition, migration and gift exchange. In this way, I hoped to treat the war indirectly, 
while nonetheless addressing the themes central to my original research question, about the 
ongoing effects of war on personhood and gender roles.  
 
By my fourth day of interviews in the sprawling hillside neighbourhood of George Brook however, it 
became clear that far from avoiding a strange “white man”1 asking questions about the war, several 
women were in fact lining up to be interviewed. During the first three days this pattern was rather 
subtle. Each time my research assistant Jennifer and I went to a home with a group of women 
chatting at the front, she would ensure that I recorded everyone’s names and interviewed them in 
turn, requesting that we return to homes where we had been short of time the previous day so that 
we did not “miss out” anybody.2 On the fourth day, when perhaps word of our work had spread, one 
particular group of ‘interviews’ caught me off guard. Jennifer and I had sat down on a bench to 
introduce ourselves to a woman living nearby. While we spoke to her, two more women formed a 
queue, and as a curious crowd grew around us, so did the numbers of women hoping to be 
interviewed. Given the constant chatter, the line of waiting women, and one intoxicated man who 
repeatedly tried to approach us to demand that I speak to him (each time he was physically dragged 
                                                          
1
 The phrase “white man” in Freetown generally refers to any foreigner, regardless of ethnicity and gender. In George 
Brook I was most commonly called a “white man”, and occasionally a “white woman”. 
2
 I had originally hired Jennifer, who was in her early twenties, as an interpreter, although she eventually became much 
more of a research assistant and one of my closest female friends in Freetown. She had completed junior secondary 
school and while her English was not fluent, she was intelligent, outgoing, and had previously worked as a casual 
translator for the Sierra Leone Broadcasting Corporation (translating from Limba to Krio). 
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away by some men sitting on a nearby porch), we could barely speak to each woman for ten 
minutes before the next woman sat herself down. I felt like a journalist, waving the recorder into our 
informants’ faces because there was so much noise around. This was clearly not the right context to 
ask detailed and intimate, yet also possibly boring and repetitive, questions about changing 
residential patterns or gift exchange. Although women portrayed the war in a direct and sometimes 
graphic way – stating that family members were killed, houses burnt, limbs amputated, or describing 
wartime hardships and drama through the recurring motifs of ‘suffering’ and ‘strain’ – I had the 
sense, particularly as the audience grew, that these brief accounts were highly scripted, and that 
some women were overtly trying to garner my sympathy in relation to their present economic 
circumstances. 
 
Marion for instance, was visibly keen to be interviewed. After she described how the war “met” her 
in the northern provinces when the rebels entered her town, causing everybody to flee into the 
bush, I asked her who she lives with currently. Initially Marion said she lives with and supports her 
father’s sister, who does not work, stressing the difficulty of supporting her dependent aunt. Later I 
asked who she can approach for financial help, and she replied that she goes to this same aunt. 
Without thinking, I asked, “But I thought your aunt doesn’t work?” She giggled and hesitated before 
stating that her aunt works as a gardener and therefore does have an independent source of 
income (most women in George Brook do not have paid employment, and earn money by selling 
items which they grow in small vegetable patches around their homes). Jennifer immediately 
responded, “Ah-huh!” as if I had caught Marion out trying to mislead me. This of course was not my 
intention. I was simply trying to ensure that the story I was gathering was logical, and to clarify facts 
that I did not understand. Given the public nature of the interview, I felt uncomfortable at having 
seemingly exposed Marion’s attempt to position herself as a victim, and for the remaining time, I 
simply played into the public role appropriate to the situation – that of the concerned foreigner, 
crossing my brows with sympathy or offering exclamations of mild shock at the sometimes graphic 
imagery recounted to me. 
 
Cynthia, the seventh and last woman we recorded, spoke in English as she described the hardships 
of war: 
We go to bush, chop wood, go to Duff Court and sell. So so we live, too tough. Fifteen of you, living in one 
house. Not enough food – only tasting food, not belly full...It was pathetic my sister, I tell you this. If you were 
in Freetown, you will see the strain of people in this place. Forget about clothes – people dirty, children naked, 
torn skirts and wrappers. It was pathetic. 
As she spoke, I heard laughter and amusement in the crowd at her theatrical performance; or 
perhaps more accurately at her success in persuading a foreigner with such a sensationalised 
account of war. For of course I was performing too. I leant forward, intently concentrating on her 
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story and ignoring the noise around me, trying to maintain the impression that I ‘believed’ her; that I 
accepted her words as genuine. Given that these performances were occurring in public for my 
benefit, it seemed like the polite response until the appropriate moment arose to walk away.  
 
With the noise and distractions, and women’s clear expectation that I conduct quick-fire interviews 
for which they had ready-made responses, I could not explain the purpose of my research properly, 
much less come to any kind of understanding with each woman that could even vaguely be 
interpreted as ‘informed consent’. As we walked away, Jennifer suggested that some of the women 
were “making up” stories. She then hesitated as she tried to explain herself: “It’s not completely 
making up. It’s true...what they said happened inside the war. It’s true. But they were exaggerating.” 
She added, “The problem with African people is that they see a white man and think you are there 
to give them money”. 
 
While this was our first week of interviews, it was not my first time in the shantytown of George 
Brook, which has grown rapidly over the last fifteen years as houses and shacks have been 
precariously added to its rocky ochre slopes, situated south of central Freetown. The NGO hosting 
me, based in the adjacent hillside neighbourhood of Sumaila Town (10-15 minutes by foot), were 
constructing a primary school in George Brook, and in my very first week I joined the NGO staff and 
a team of Canadian volunteers while they helped with construction. The director of the NGO 
introduced me to the chief of the area where he was constructing the school, and in this way a 
particular part of George Brook became my main field site. As I did not live in the neighbourhood 
and worked with Jennifer, I collected all data in George Brook via interviews during my three months 
in Freetown. In total, we spoke to 43 women and 8 men, with interviews lasting from 30 minutes to 
two hours (sometimes over two sessions).3 Mindful that I was already associated with an NGO in 
the eyes of some residents, before starting interviews I had written a page-long ‘explanation’ of my 
research, to give Jennifer and my host an idea of how I planned to introduce myself and give 
women as much information as possible so they could decide whether they wanted to be involved in 
the project. Obviously not all (or even most) of the women we interviewed had seen me with the 
Canadian team. Nonetheless, the fact remained that any foreigner who walked this far up into 
George Brook, which has no road access past the football field, would almost automatically be 
identified as an NGO worker by residents. Both my host and Jennifer thought the explanation was 
too long (in Krio, “beaucoup talk” – and verbal excess, as we will see later, can be regarded as 
either naive or suspicious in Sierra Leone), and suggested I keep it much shorter. In a sense, they 
                                                          
3
 Initially I had wanted to visit George Brooks almost every day but I found this difficult – the subject matter could be 
demanding, and after three to four hours of interviews I often became mentally exhausted. Thus Jennifer and I visited 
George Brook three to four times each week, and during the other days I volunteered with NGOs (based elsewhere in 
Freetown) and interviewed NGO workers, attended conferences and so on. 
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were right. As I have described above, the first lot of interviews especially were shaped much more 
by women’s expectations of how they should be interviewed by a foreigner, than by my own 
expectations or ‘control’. In another sense, it was clear that simply introducing myself as a student 
conducting research, who cannot offer any material benefit in return for women’s time, was not 
sufficient.  
 
Looking back on my first four days of interviews there is obvious confusion in my fieldnotes, as I 
describe how “women do not seem to talk about the war” in one sentence; and in the next describe 
how they literally lined up to be interviewed. The second point was in fact the more stressful, for not 
only had I failed to explain my research properly; I had failed to contain women’s expectations for 
material benefit when the interviews grew out of (my) control. I was also unsettled by the fact that 
my project had triggered the very dynamic I planned to critique – that is, the commodification of war 
stories for an audience of potential foreign patrons. Certainly, the women of George Brook did not 
let me sidestep my ethical concerns with neat tricks of method, which I had hoped would allow me 
to investigate the effects of war ‘indirectly’. While indeed most women avoided specificities in their 
wartime accounts, they expected that I (as a foreigner and potential patron) wanted to hear stories 
of war violence. Instead of talking about changing configurations in family relationships over time, 
they were much more interested in describing bombings, houses being burnt, and experiences of 
running into the bush, albeit in brief and generalised accounts. They were more reluctant when I 
tried to steer the conversation to specific details – for instance, who they lived with during the war or 
the different places to which they moved. In retrospect, given the fluidity of residential patterns and 
household composition in Sierra Leone both during and after war, I understand why women may not 
have wanted to recount such details in a chronological fashion. Indeed, it was often difficult for a 
woman and her surrounding family or neighbours to agree on an accurate figure and picture of her 
current household composition, and I quickly realised that asking women to map out past changes 
in these relationships would not work in the time that we had. Compared to their current daily 
hardships and concerns, being asked to recount such pedantic (and sometimes dangerous) details 
to a foreigner must have seemed bewildering, particularly regarding the complex changes in 
movements and relationships during the war. In this sense, women recognised my ‘hidden’ agenda 
to understand the specificities of their wartime experiences, and by refusing to play into it, they 
rendered it visible. As most women in George Brook did not speak English, I relied on Jennifer to 
translate. Combined with women’s preference for discussing the war in ‘ direct generalities’, working 
with an interpreter also required me to shift my more subtle questions about family to more general 
yet direct ones about war – for instance, “Could you talk about what happened during the war?” – 
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inviting correspondingly general responses in return.4 I occasionally followed up on specific 
instances of violence mentioned by women in their initial stories, but only if it seemed appropriate. 
 
Realising that women were narrating highly scripted ‘war stories’ with misguided expectations of 
NGO-style patronage, the ‘lining up’ incident prompted Jennifer and I to overhaul our interview 
strategy. The following week we returned to each woman we had interviewed previously, trying to 
speak to everybody individually or in pairs. I first asked if they had any questions for me, and 
without exception each woman asked me what I was ‘really’ doing in George Brook, adding that she 
thought I was from an NGO which would materially reimburse her for participating in interviews. This 
gave me an opportunity to explain the purpose of my research and to reiterate the fact that I am a 
student and that my research is not associated with any NGO, sprinkling in some Krio phrases to 
emphasise my point: “I can’t lie, I have nothing to give”. By then, I understood enough Krio to know 
that Jennifer was translating my introductory explanation as, “She is writing a report on what 
women’s lives are like here in George Brook, how you live here with your man in your married 
house, and what happened to you before, during and after the war.” Jennifer later added the line 
“how you live here with your man” or “how you live in your married house” after these issues 
emerged during our preceding interviews. Thanks to Jennifer’s tact, intelligence and humour, most 
women appreciated our honesty, and agreed to be interviewed even though they would receive 
nothing in return for their time. Without their generosity, I would not have been able to complete this 
thesis.  
 
Over the following weeks, we returned to most women for further interviews. In many cases we 
found women at home by themselves, where I could ask about their present circumstances. In this 
‘less public’ setting (thus closer to the private, the hidden and the secret), we found that some 
women were more likely to discuss past or present experiences of domestic conflict. Although she 
never spoke of conflict directly, Marion, who had tried to present herself as having little financial 
support in the first interview and said she had not been married since her husband passed away 
before the war, told us during our second interview that she has a boyfriend who occasionally 
supports her when I again asked about her sources of income. Similarly, Cynthia, who had spoken 
in English during our first interview, switched to Krio during the second, and spoke more candidly 
about her troubles with her husband, as she had been separated from him over the past year. 
                                                          
4
 Writing of her informant Manjit, a woman who had been abducted and ‘recovered’ during the Indian Partition, Veena 
Das (2007: 92) cautions against this type of questioning, stating that “careless invitations to conversation such as: Tell 
me what happened” would be unable to cross the boundaries Manjit had established between saying and (obliquely) 
showing the ‘unsayable’ aspects of her abduction. While not all, or even most, of the women we interviewed in George 
Brook were so directly affected by political violence, Das’ argument is certainly relevant with one significant catch – 
women clearly expected me to ask the question, “Tell me what happened”, given that such stories had become a 
valuable commodity in the donor-saturated postwar economy. 
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Since women recounted their experiences of war in an overwhelmingly generalised idiom, I was 
unable to answer my original research question about the ongoing effects of prolonged political 
violence on gender roles in urban Freetown. Nonetheless, the fact that women in George Brook “did 
not talk” about the war in detail opens up the equally compelling question of why stories of war 
violence were subject to a gendered aesthetics of concealment and secrecy. In this thesis I take 
women’s careful containment of their wartime narratives as a point of departure to explore why it 
was considered inappropriate for women in George Brook to publically recount the specificities of 
their wartime experiences, yet appropriate (to a certain extent) to recount experiences of domestic 
conflict. Although women avoided specificities in their war stories, it was certainly considered 
appropriate for them to actively seek opportunities to recount scripted versions of their wartime 
experiences, by lining up to be interviewed. The fact that women initially lined up to be interviewed 
contradicted both my original expectations (that women might not want to talk) and my eventual 
findings – that indeed, women did not narrate wartime experiences in detail.5  
 
I have opened with the phenomenon of women eagerly lining up to narrate cautious yet sometimes 
theatrical accounts of war because such paradoxes are symptomatic of the tensions and 
interdependencies existing between recently introduced liberal discourses in Sierra Leone and 
longer-standing patrimonial discourses in the region. Such discursive tensions and 
interdependencies, as evident in our informants’ stories, are the key focus of my argument 
throughout this thesis. Women’s ‘direct yet general’ descriptions of war violence allowed them to 
assert a victimised subjectivity and thereby lay a moral claim to NGO-style patronage. However, I 
suggest that women also employed generalisation as a specific strategy for concealing potentially 
dangerous and violent details. Women’s stories were thus characterised by dialectical tensions 
between revelation and concealment. Such tensions emerged methodologically; most particularly 
through women’s expectations for patronage, and their gendered suspicion and use of strategies of 
concealment. I therefore continue to discuss issues of ethics and methodology throughout the 
current chapter and occasionally in chapters three and four, rather than isolating such concerns to a 
particular section of the thesis.  
 
In the following chapters I use the two main findings of my fieldwork – namely, the contrast between 
women’s accounts of wartime conflict and domestic conflict; and the contrast between women’s and 
men’s accounts of war – to argue that during our interviews, women managed competing demands 
to conceal or reveal certain aspects of their wartime experiences. I link the pressure to conceal 
stories of violence to a set of patrimonial discourses which symbolically associate the dangerous 
                                                          
5
 I thank my supervisor, Professor Peter Pels, for bringing this to my attention. 
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nature of women’s words with the threatening nature of their sexuality. In chapter two I argue that 
such associations have developed in response to a violent historical legacy of warfare and slavery, 
as evident in ethnographic accounts of prewar, rural Sierra Leone and Liberia. Meanwhile I link the 
pressure to reveal stories of violence to a set of liberal discourses which associate ‘empowerment’ 
and redemptive healing with the verbalisation of personal pain. Having first examined the 
assumptions of regional patrimonial discourses in chapter two; in chapter three I explore how 
women in George Brook subsequently interpreted liberal discourses, and particularly how the 
tension between the two sets of discourses informed their accounts of war. Liberal and 
humanitarian constructs of victimhood and empowerment have been primarily introduced to Sierra 
Leone through wartime and postwar international interventions. While I conducted a small number 
of interviews with NGO workers and activists in Freetown, the ethnographic material in this thesis is 
based predominantly on my interviews in George Brook, and my discussion of postwar liberal 
interventions in chapter three draws on existing literature. As several scholars have shown, liberal 
discourses differ markedly in their assumptions about gender, violence and truth-telling from longer-
standing patrimonial discourses in the region (see Berghs 2011; Coulter 2009: 17-18; Leach 2000; 
Moran 2010; Schroven 2006; Shepler 2005 and Shaw 2007b). By presenting themselves to me as 
victims in need of patronage (rather than empowerment), I suggest that my female informants 
interpreted liberal discourses of empowerment in terms of patrimonial discourses of dependency (cf. 
Welker 2012). In George Brook, women’s expectations for patronage were mediated more by an 
aesthetics of concealment than by humanitarian assumptions that ‘truth-telling’ can be empowering. 
Indeed, patrimonial discourses valorise strategies of ambiguity – such as generalisation – and in a 
certain sense deny that such transparent truth-telling is possible. Inspired by the work of Veena Das 
(2007), in chapter four I show how women’s concealment of war violence and relative revelation of 
domestic conflict, far from morphing them into the silent ‘victims’ of postwar humanitarian 
mythology, can in fact be agentive. For many of our informants, the ability to “bear” violence silently 
and patiently is a marker not of victimhood, but of moral womanhood. The liberal assumption that 
women are silent victims in need of empowerment (achieved through strategies of ‘truth-telling’) 
thus contrasts markedly with patrimonial assumptions that women embody a potentially destructive 
power that must be socially and verbally contained (partially through strategies of silence, ambiguity 
and concealment) if the generative aspects of the feminine are to be realised. Certainly it was 
appropriate for women to engage with me as a potential patron who could reward them for their 
stories of war. This reflects not only my subject position as a “white man” presumably connected to 
a network of donor wealth, but also a key factor in the constitution of moral womanhood in Freetown 
– namely, that a woman is expected to be economically autonomous and able to provide for her 
children (see Coulter 2009 for a similar argument in relation to her rural informants). When 
presenting themselves to me (a foreigner), women thus negotiated liberal constructs of victimhood 
(requiring them to reveal certain aspects of their stories) with patrimonial constructs closely tying 
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feminine morality to both economy (which in a postwar donor economy goes some way in justifying 
scripted revelation of stories) and ‘quiet’ subservience (requiring them to conceal the ‘dangerous’ 
aspects of their stories). The way most women spoke about war violence contrasts with the way 
some women spoke about their domestic troubles. In recounting their domestic troubles, women did 
not treat stories of violence as a commodity to gain patronage. While such stories certainly 
expressed personal hardship, in chapter four I suggest that by verbalising their domestic troubles 
women were able to engage with patrimonial constructions of moral womanhood and in some cases 
productively manage the tensions underlying their fraught relations with men. Domestic conflict thus 
emerged as a category that was more ‘sayable’ than wartime conflict. In my conclusion, I use Das’ 
(2007: 88) distinction between ‘sayable’ and ‘unsayable’ forms of violence to argue that despite 
embracing dominant ideological constructs requiring them to (verbally) contain their power in their 
accounts of war, women did assert various degrees of agency (albeit highly circumscribed) through 
their narratives. 
 
Domestic Troubles and Adult Personhood 
 
I include most of my ethnographic data on domestic conflict, and particularly its relationship to moral 
womanhood, in chapter four. However, in order to contextualise some of the material in both 
chapters three and four, here I briefly discuss the more fundamental understanding I encountered in 
Freetown that troublesome domestic relationships are intricately related to one’s status as an adult 
person for both men and women. Women generally recounted stories of domestic troubles after the 
lining up incident prompted Jennifer and me to seek less public interviews. Often, I emerged with a 
very different second impression of them. A turning point for me was our second interview with 
Georgina, who was in her late twenties. When we first spoke to her, Georgina was the youngest in a 
group of women predominantly over 50. She told us that she lived with her husband and child, and 
since she was nursing her one year old son, her husband was supporting her. Compared to some of 
her widowed companions, who had little financial support from husbands or lovers, I distinctly 
remember thinking of Georgina as the most fortunate as she smiled brightly for a group photo I was 
taking. When we approached her for a second interview, Jennifer and I found Georgina alone at 
home. Like most women, she had thought we would be returning with money, but agreed to 
continue being involved in the project even after we clarified that I could not offer anything. Since 
she had claimed to be fully supported by her husband the previous week, I now asked her what he 
provides for her. With a look of confusion, she responded, “What husband?” Georgina had been the 
last woman we spoke to during our previous interview, and she had maintained the impression in 
her account that she, like everyone else, was either married or widowed. Now she clarified that: 
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I have a man, and we love, but he is married to another wife. So he only comes once in a while. He lives down 
town... At the end of the month, he buys half a bag of rice, and one bag coal, and that’s all. 
The supportive husband thus emerged as a predominantly absent lover as she described her 
family’s numerous attempts to make him take responsibility for her and her child. Georgina’s parents 
had given her in marriage to another, much older man when she was in her teens. He brought her 
to Freetown and, in her words, she stayed with him while he was “suffering” (referring to financial 
hardship), requiring her to bear such suffering too. After he took on a second wife, he returned her 
to her parents in the provinces, with a small fee to finalise the divorce. She has been with her 
current lover for about seven years. Since her son was still breastfeeding (and she had already lost 
two children), Georgina did not work. Most of her family, moreover, lived in the provinces, leaving 
her with no source of income except neighbours who would occasionally take pity on her. The smile 
of our first interview had long disappeared, and after I had switched off the recorder she had subtle 
tears in her eyes as she explained her shame at having no clean clothes to take her son to the 
health clinic. Afterwards Jennifer commented, “She felt the pinch in her heart as she was 
talking...She is suffering”. Jennifer herself was clearly more moved by Georgina’s almost 
imperceptible display of emotion than by some of the more theatrical accounts of war we had heard. 
 
Initially during fieldwork it seemed ironic that representations of conflict emerged more in women’s 
domestic stories than in their wartime ones. In Freetown however both women and men spoke 
about intimate relationships as potential sites of conflict. Certain male friends and colleagues for 
instance would repeatedly describe women as troublesome. While they did not want to avoid sexual 
relations with women altogether, they perceived such relations (and marriage especially) as 
problematic, for such relationships allowed women to make claims on their (very limited) resources 
(particularly when children were involved), thus thwarting men’s hopes for future education or 
enterprise. Although most men I met wished to marry eventually, in the short term some saw 
relationships with women as impeding their capacity to reach adult male personhood by 
accumulating resources and cultivating dependents. In contrast, for most women in George Brook it 
was important to be in a relationship with a man from an earlier age. This was particularly so for 
younger women with no or smaller networks of nearby kin on whom they could be economically 
dependent, but less so for older women who were economically autonomous. Families too expected 
their daughters to be dependent on male partners. Yet for women, as for men, relationships with the 
opposite sex were troublesome. Admaya (who spoke in English), one of the younger women we 
interviewed, drew a number of connections between economic hardship, love, co-residency and 
interpersonal conflict: 
Some young men in this community, they are not married legally to their wives... [They are] in love, and they 
decide to reside together in the same place...so there they fight together, live together...because there is no 
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jobs. In this particular community, that is the common way of marrying. Live together in a particular house, 
there they struggle to earn their living [my emphasis]. 
Given women’s economic dependence on men, for most of our female informants such troubles 
could not be partially avoided or deferred. The tendency by both women and men to express gender 
relations through idioms of trouble and conflict echoes Ferme’s (2001: 88-89) observations for her 
Mende informants that “wife finding” equated to “wife trouble”, and that similarly sexual intercourse 
equated to a “work of darkness” (ibid: 8). It also echoes Gervis’ much earlier finding that Poro men 
referred to sexual relations with women as “Mammie palaver” (thus sexual intercourse was 
inherently associated with conflict) (Gervis 1953: 83 in Bledsoe 1984:464). Like Georgina, some 
women presented an idealised version of their relationship during our initial interviews, and certainly 
many of those who discussed domestic conflict did so during the more private sessions. 
Nonetheless, the more general understanding that intimate relationships can involve (and indeed, 
can be defined by) conflict, means that stories of domestic disharmony were not necessarily 
shrouded with the ‘shame’ that they can be say, amongst middle-class women in Australia (where I 
am from, although I cannot speak for professional, middle-class women in Freetown). Instead, 
domestic troubles were discussed much more pragmatically. I have cited Georgina’s story here 
because it is to a certain extent the exception which proves the rule. As her story shows, 
experiences of neglect at the hands of a lover can cause a great deal of personal pain and shame 
for women, particularly when combined with their precarious urban economic situation. What strikes 
me about my field data however is that, unlike stories of war violence, women did not use 
experiences of domestic trouble (no matter how emotionally painful) to ‘victimise’ themselves in an 
attempt to draw me (or the institution I supposedly represented) into a patrimonial relationship. In 
fact, as I have outlined above, women tended to talk about their domestic experiences after I had 
clarified that I was not from an NGO. Most women represented domestic conflict as a result of the 
questionable morality either of their male partners, or the women (most commonly a mother in law 
or rival lover) who were presumed to influence male partners. Such representations certainly reflect 
women’s subordinate structural position and economic dependency on men. Nonetheless, the idiom 
of conflict, far from victimising women as often assumed by humanitarian interveners, also allowed 
some women to justify leaving a troublesome or undesirable relationship, or to assert a claim to 
moral womanhood – exemplified for instance in Georgina’s statement that she was suffering with 
and for her first husband, but was eventually abandoned by him (a dynamic which characterised her 
account of her present relationship).  
 
The social relevance of my project lies in such critical engagement with liberal and humanitarian 
assumptions about womanhood, victimhood, silence, ‘truth-telling’ and empowerment. Women in 
George Brook did not wholly internalise such discursive constructs. Rather, they interpreted recent 
categories through existing patrimonial understandings of moral womanhood and dependency. As 
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with any nuanced scholarship, I hope the comparative aspect of my project challenges some of the 
assumptions of universality underlying liberal models of personhood, and allows us to contextualise 
the unintended consequences of humanitarian interventions, such as the overt commodification of 
stories of violence. Given women’s tendency to describe their wartime experiences through 
humanitarian tropes of victimhood, it would certainly be interesting to consider changes in the way 
women recount domestic conflict if more NGOs start to campaign about gender-based violence 
(GBV in NGO-parlance) in George Brook; and whether the liberal ‘shame’ associated with domestic 
violence would shift such accounts towards the realm of the less ‘sayable’, the ‘secret’ or the 
scripted. 
 
Gendered Suspicion and Expectations for Patronage 
 
Within my first two days in George Brook I became aware of noticeably gendered differences in 
talking about war. Women’s resistance to discussing the war in specific details contrasted with the 
way men seemed to be more willing to engage with me, particularly in mixed, public settings. This 
dynamic was also reflected in the differences between the way women and men initially understood 
the purpose of my research, particularly in relation to their (expressed) expectations for patronage. 
For instance, the chief’s wife continually insisted that I had access to NGO resources, even after 
Jennifer and I repeatedly explained ourselves to the contrary. While this was understandable since I 
had been introduced to her and her husband by the director of an NGO, after the first week we 
never had this misunderstanding with the chief himself. About one month into fieldwork, we 
happened to be conducting an interview with another woman in the chief’s compound the morning 
after an international NGO had distributed mosquito nets throughout George Brook. While the 
chief’s wife herself was out of my sight, I could hear her talking loudly from inside her room. 
Afterwards, Jennifer was clearly upset by her words: “She was folding and unfolding the mosquito 
net. She is saying that, ‘Look, when the other white man comes, they are giving us things’. But with 
you, she thinks me and [my host] are eating everything you bring”.  
 
Often when the chief’s wife was complaining about the fact that I was not bringing any benefits (she 
was always polite to me and her critiques, rather unfairly, were directed at Jennifer), other men were 
present who would defend the purpose of my research. They would retort (as Jennifer had done 
earlier) that “Africans” always expect “white men” to give money, but do not appreciate how 
scholarly writing can generate much longer term benefits. While I appreciated their effort, I was 
uncomfortable with such explanations. Again, here there seemed to be an underlying idea that 
verbalising one’s experience to a foreigner would be beneficial in a concrete sense, as the men 
thought I could mediate between the people of George Brook and well-resourced international 
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actors through the individual stories I collected. Such benefits moreover, were presumed to be 
concrete and material, in contrast to more abstract scholarly notions of social relevance, such as 
‘critically engaging with liberal interventionist discourses’ (a notion that seems just as abstract in 
George Brook as the humanitarian idea that truthful verbalisation of pain can facilitate healing). 
Given that most people in George Brook saw ‘liberal interveners’ – institutionalised as NGOs – as 
potential patrons who could link them to the circulation of state- and donor-wealth, I suspect their 
critiques would take a very different shape to mine. While of course I continue to hope that my 
research will benefit the lives of the women and men we interviewed, such optimism on my part and 
the expectations on the part of my informants need to be subject to an honest reality check. I would 
therefore always clarify that I was only a student and, when the person I was talking to seemed 
open to more nuanced discussion, state that my report would not have a wide audience outside my 
department, nor concretely help to ameliorate the hardships of everyday life in George Brook.  
 
Despite such reservations, in general I felt that men either more readily understood the purpose of 
my research, or were more willing to publically indicate that they understood; and were simply more 
willing to talk. Women, by contrast, were much more cautious with me. Take the case of Khadija, 
who told us during our second interview that she had been “scared” of me the first time we spoke, 
as she was unsure why I had been asking so many questions. Her husband was present during the 
second interview and his seemingly greater understanding of my line of questioning and general 
purpose of research certainly helped to put Khadija at ease. I do not know, of course, the extent to 
which she was scared of me or my questions during our first meeting. Nonetheless, her comment 
implies a more general understanding that a stranger asking questions could be a threat. Women 
managed this possible threat by being more outwardly careful with their words, and by expressing 
concern about their names, photos and voice recordings being kept secret. I have no doubt that 
men were just as cautious with their words (see chapter three). The point, however, is that such 
caution and suspicion were not as publically displayed in their bodily comportment or their 
interactions with me.  
 
As Ferme (2001: 7) argues of her rural Mende informants, the skill to reveal or conceal knowledge 
at appropriate times was certainly valued by almost everybody I interviewed or befriended in 
Freetown. I could never quite shake off my tendency to cross-check facts which did not seem 
logical, whether it was during a second interview or with a family member. While I never intended 
this to be a process of ‘catching people out’, I certainly earned Jennifer’s respect for seemingly 
being able to recognise people’s attempts to ‘deceive’ me. After one such incident of investigative 
questioning, one of our female informants turned to Jennifer and exclaimed, “White man don’t miss 
anything!” Given my instinctive tendency to bring a sense of logical and linear order to 
inconsistencies and what may have been deliberate ambiguities in some people’s stories, it is little 
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wonder that many women were suspicious or, as Khadija put it, “scared” of me – a prying foreigner 
asking inexplicable questions about, of all things, the war (and not even offering basic everyday 
items such as mosquito nets in return).6  
 
Despite developing our ‘explanation’ of my project after our first week of interviews, Jennifer and I 
had to constantly manage the expectation that I could either give money or ‘send’ (gifts) for women 
once I left Sierra Leone.7 As I discuss in chapter two, seeking patronage and placing oneself in a 
relationship of dependence with a powerful patron historically allowed people in the region to protect 
themselves against slave-raiders and war violence. The control of women’s sexual, reproductive 
and verbal agency was central to establishing such relationships of (unequal) exchange and 
reciprocity. In the current donor-dominated regional economy, our female informants in George 
Brook evidently remoulded this patrimonial logic of dependency, exchanging stories of violence as 
commodities (rather than ‘truthful’ revelations) which could link them into the elusive yet lucrative 
circulation of postwar aid wealth. In my experience, women did not recount stories of war to relieve 
underlying psychological burdens or traumas through truth-telling. Rather, they used such stories to 
initiate contemporary relationships of exchange and reciprocity. The commodification of accounts of 
violence thus occurs when the humanitarian demand for ‘war stories’ intersects with women’s 
expectations of patronage. Yet this only partially explains why women preferred to narrate such 
stories through a generalised idiom. As I argue throughout the following chapters, our female 
informants recounted their ‘war stories’ in generalities because they were also negotiating 
patrimonial constructions of women – and women’s supposed tendency to reveal military and 
familial secrets – as potential threats to the social order. In the next chapter I examine the historical 
basis of such constructs.  
 
  
                                                          
6
 Coulter (2009: 26) writes of similar experiences of suspicion and perplexity about the true nature of her research with 
one of her informants. Aminata once stated to Coulter’s research assistant Mary, “The white people always come and 
write our names in books and then leave and we never get anything to show for our cooperation!” She later asked, 
“What does your white woman want to do again with this when all has finished and is forgotten?” Nonetheless 
Aminata wanted to talk and continued to meet with Mary. 
7
 Before starting interviews I had asked my host whether I should give women a small amount of money, food or gifts as 
a token of appreciation for their time. He firmly advised against this, reminding me that if people see a “white man” 
handing out gifts (no matter how small), their expectations would quickly exceed my financial ability to meet them. 
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CHAPTER TWO An Aesthetics of Concealment: Patrimonial Discourses 
in Rural Sierra Leone 
 
Introduction 
 
As wives, women are dependents par excellence and are the subjects of an idiom of giving and 
owning. Like young strangers who might turn out to be womanizers, drinkers, and gamblers on 
the run, women must be controlled and remarried if husbandless, lest they pose a threat to the 
social order.[ …] Thus women share the same status with strangers and other figures of alterity, 
who are reminders of both the existence of an order of concealment and the social instability of 
power. (Ferme 2001: 110-111) 
 
In this chapter I examine the historical and structural factors underlying the (attempted) ideological 
containment of women’s words and sexuality in Sierra Leone, by drawing on pre-war, rural 
ethnographies covering four linguistic groups in the region – namely, Mende-, Temne-, Kuranko- 
and Kpelle-speakers. Many anthropologists working in rural West Africa caution that their more 
specific findings cannot be generalised to other linguistic groups. In contrast to the relatively mono-
ethnic character of their rural field sites, George Brook has a heterogeneous population, reflecting 
the linguistic diversity of Sierra Leone more broadly. The cheaper rent attracts families who can no 
longer afford to live in central Freetown, as well as a significant proportion of people from rural 
areas. Many of our informants came from the rural districts of Kambia and Bombali in northern 
Sierra Leone, and spoke Limba as their first language. Geographically and politically, Limba-
speakers tend to identify with Temne-speakers, one of the largest language groups in the country. 
However, we also interviewed women and men from other parts of the country who spoke Mende, 
Temne or Susu. None of our informants were native Kroo- or Krio-speakers whose families were 
originally from Freetown. Some women were born in Freetown and lived there their entire lives, 
others were born in Freetown but spent a significant part of their childhood in the provinces, while 
most were born in the provinces and moved to Freetown as adults. Generally, women’s stories 
indicated a high degree of residential mobility, and frequent travel between urban and rural areas. In 
this chapter I present pre-existing ethnographic material from various linguistic groups in some 
detail to piece together a more regional picture of rural patrimonial discourses that can be applied to 
the linguistically-diverse population of George Brook. While I respect the geographic and linguistic 
specificity of previous scholarship, as argued below I also see fundamental similarities between 
various groups in relation to their constructs of gendered personhood. Given that the practices 
underlying such constructs, such as initiation into secret societies to gain the protection of powerful 
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patrons, developed in response to a region-wide history of slavery, such similarities are not 
necessarily surprising. Indeed, Ellis (1999: 197-198) cautions against reifying ethnic and language 
groups across West Africa, arguing that, “All the available labels underestimate the remarkable 
plasticity and adaptability of clusters of people in West Africa throughout their history, and the 
degree to which they are capable of assimilating various aspects of collective identity for use in 
particular contexts.” 
 
Ethnographic accounts of gender relations in pre-war, rural Sierra Leone highlight a dual feature of 
female power: Precisely because of their (predominantly) subordinate position as dependents of 
men and their presumed weaker ability for bodily and verbal containment, women are understood to 
be more vulnerable to external incursion and can thus be particularly dangerous points of weakness 
in the (military) defence of the patrilineage and the social order more broadly. As Mariane Ferme’s 
(2001: 110-111) quote indicates, marginality and alterity have the potential to generate a dangerous 
type of power that can destabilise the social order by causing significant reversals in fortunes. Far 
from being paradoxical, the dual nature of female power is consistent with a patrimonial logic in 
which female reproductive and productive labour is required to cultivate dependents, which in turn 
makes her husband’s patrilineage ultimately dependent on her sexual loyalty (see Bledsoe 1980: 79 
and Shaw 2002: 157-158). Rosalind Shaw’s (2002: 149-169) work in particular shows how an 
ideology questioning women’s loyalties and their capacity to conceal or betray important military 
secrets (see also Ferme 2001: 62; Jackson 1977: 32; and Leach 2000) can be traced historically to 
the slave trade (the sixteenth to eighteenth century) and the trade wars (the nineteenth century). 
During these periods, women’s status as in-marrying ‘strangers’ could both facilitate powerful 
alliances – for instance, a strategic marriage could protect a man from being sold into slavery 
(Ferme 2001: 86-88; Shaw 2002: 167) – or expose her husband’s lineage to the violence of her 
natal lineage, given her suspected dual loyalties in times of shifting alliances and frequent raiding 
(Shaw 2002: 149-169). Although women were ideologically and for the most part socially and 
economically subordinate to men, anthropologists have shown how symbolic constructions of 
women’s threatening position were partially underscored by a certain degree of agency which they 
have been able to exert socially, ritually and politically in more recent times. For instance, Ferme 
(2001: 82-107) shows how women’s social and marital mobility significantly shaped men’s anxieties 
about the tenuous nature of their marriages, while allowing women themselves and their natal 
families to develop more advantageous political alliances. 
 
Below I draw on ethnographic material from the authors cited above to argue that the more “wild” 
cosmological powers generated by the alterity and marginalty of the feminine condition (see Coulter 
2009: 142; Ferme and Hoffman 2004: 87; Leach: 2000; Moran 1995: 83) can be appropriated via 
the ritual, social and often violent circumscription of female bodies and tongues, whether for 
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gerontocratic or insurgent interests. The ritual practice of circumcision exemplifies how violence and 
secrecy facilitate the appropriation of the sexual, reproductive and productive powers of both young 
women and men. Violence and secrecy are therefore key factors in the social production of 
gendered selves. On the one hand women’s sexual powers are necessary for the reproduction of 
their husbands’ patrilineages. On the other hand their threatening potential for uncontrolled 
sexuality, analogous to their supposed tendency for uncontrolled talk (see Bledsoe 1984; Leach 
2000: 583), combines with a historical construction of their position as potentially dangerous 
‘strangers’ (due to their heightened vulnerability to sexual and military incursion from malevolent 
external forces) amongst their affinal kin in the context of warfare and slave-raids. The analogy 
between uncontrolled sexuality and uncontrolled talk is important here. Shaw (2002: 152 and 163) 
shows how a historical focus on concealing (military) secrets to mitigate against possible violent 
attack was, at the time of her fieldwork, manifest in symbolic motifs constructing women as potential 
conduits of dangerous incursionary forces via the revelation of secrets; as well as being manifest in 
the more general cultural understanding that public and verbal recollection of violence places the 
subject herself/himself in a direct relationship with such violence, thus risking reproducing it (Shaw 
2007 and 2007b; see also Bergs 2011; and Coulter 2008).  
 
Throughout my argument I highlight ambiguous constructions of female weakness and agency. The 
ideology of female weakness is constructed predominantly through women’s presumed lesser 
bodily and discursive capacity for keeping secrets. Yet secrecy, as Simmel (1906: 465-466) argues, 
also generates its logical opposite – that is, treason or betrayal of secrets. This possibility of 
betrayal through gossip or confession is where power enters the equation, for the sense of power 
associated with possession of the secret is heightened at precisely the moment at which it might be 
revealed. “Hence the sociological significance of the secret [...] must be found in the capacity or the 
inclination of the initiated to keep the secret to himself, or in his resistance or weakness to the 
temptation to betrayal” (ibid: 466). Feminine power then, is in fact a subordinate but dangerous form 
of agency asserted through the betrayal of dominant masculine secrets.8 Below I argue that wartime 
violence on female bodies was symbolically and ideologically analogous to the violent ritual 
containment and mobilisation of women’s agency through circumcision. If feminine power in 
particular is associated with the capacity to betray military secrets (through revelation), and violence 
done to female bodies is a mode of mobilising women’s productive and reproductive powers to 
wage war; then the act of recounting such violence specifically by women risks reactivating that 
violence by unleashing the more wild cosmological powers associated with the feminine when 
                                                          
8
 Indeed, women’s supposed weaknesses and propensity to gossip and leak information implies that they are also 
skilled at obtaining covert information (Ferme pers. comm.), a fact which made them particularly suitable to working as 
spies and traders during the war (Coulter 2009: 104; see also Ellis 1999: 143-144 for a similar argument in relation to 
Liberia). 
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women are not verbally circumscribed to conceal secrets (analogous to being physically 
circumcised and socially controlled). I suggest in chapter three that our female informants managed 
the competing pressures to reveal or conceal their experiences by generalising their verbal 
accounts of war during our interviews, thus containing the more socially disruptive powers that could 
be unleashed by recounting experiences of violence via a more specific idiom.  
 
Historical Legacies of Violence: Gender, Patronage and Secrecy 
 
In Sierra Leone, a long history of successive layers of violence from the slave trade through the 
colonial “legitimate trade” to recent applications of postcolonial power has fostered discursive 
strategies of indirection and secrecy as a means of living in the presence of violence (Ferme 
2001; Shaw 2002). (Shaw 2007: 68) 
 
Regional gerontocratic and patrimonial discourses in West Africa are underscored by a logic of 
dependency that Caroline Bledsoe (1980), following several other scholars of African societies, has 
called the ‘wealth in people system’. This is a system which ties people to their superiors through 
marriage, clientship and filial obligation, and in which ‘big man’ or ‘big woman’ status is generated 
by severing one’s own ties to superiors while building up a network of dependents (Bledsoe 1980: 
1). As land has generally been more plentiful than labour in this region, successful cultivation of 
crops has depended on the ability of a farmer to control the labour of others, and thus generate 
resources that can be distributed to dependents, create ties of obligation and thereby bolster 
political authority (see Bledsoe 1980; and Shaw 2002: 157-158). During the slave-trading wars of 
the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth century, people would align themselves with powerful 
patrons to avoid being captured as slaves (Bledsoe 1980: 18). Such ties could be built through 
institutions such as marriage, child fosterage, and pawnship; and by initiating children into secret 
societies dominated by elite landowning families who had more direct access to the protective 
powers of local ancestors (a reflection of their high ritual and secular status) (Bledsoe 1980: 56-79; 
Bledsoe 1984: 456-457; and Shaw 2002: 158).  
 
Female initiation in particular is associated with marriage, and Bledsoe (1980: 74) argues that the 
disposition of women in marriage by senior men and women is the most basic resource of the 
wealth in people system (see also Ferme 2001: 172). A woman not only reproduces the patrilineage 
and provides productive labour on the farm; she is also the means by which landholding men 
incorporate other men and women as dependents – or conversely the means by which lower-status 
families can attach themselves to powerful patrons – through ‘wealth in people’ ties (Shaw 2002: 
158). The marriage of a daughter for instance, allows a man to make ongoing claims on the labour 
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of his son-in-law, as brideservice obligations continue throughout marriage. Ferme (2001: 86-87) 
recounts a conversation between two Mende informants during her fieldwork in the 1980s, to show 
how the political allegiances made possible by matrilateral cross-cousin marriage continued to be 
interpreted through hierarchical idioms of kinship which emerged during the slave-trading days. A 
maternal uncle, related to his nephew as wife-giver to wife-taker, historically held the rights to sell 
his sisters’ sons into slavery. Indeed, Ferme (2001: 84) argues that the contemporary hierarchy 
between a maternal uncle and his nephew is modelled on and interpreted via the master-slave 
relationship. On the one hand, by marrying his mother’s brother’s daughter, a nephew further 
subordinates himself as a wife-taker, but during the raiding wars this would have been a strategy to 
discourage his mother’s brother from selling him into slavery, as his uncle could take advantage of 
his brideservice labour instead. On the other hand, both historically and presently, a nephew can 
offer his daughter as a wife to his mother’s brother (or his mother’s brother’s son), thus “ransoming” 
(Ferme 2011: 87) his maternal uncle by reversing the relationship between the two lineages, with 
the nephew’s lineage now occupying the superordinate position of wife-givers (Ferme 2001: 82-88). 
During warfare the exchange of women (often via the mediation of elder women) was a key strategy 
in incorporating powerful strangers as allies, and the potential to reverse such hierarchical relations 
through strategic marriages was particularly important in managing the uncertainty and potential for 
violence generated by shifting political allegiances (Ferme 2001: 84; Shaw 2002: 167). Ferme 
(2001: 110-111) argues that the idiom of giving and taking wives reflects the historical legacy of 
slavery, since the exchange of wives could cement ties with a powerful patron to potentially prevent 
enslavement; or even reverse the patron-dependent hierarchy that links one’s lineage to other 
groups of kin or strangers. Nonetheless, the idiom of giving and taking conceals the significant 
amount of agency and mobility women in fact asserted in their choice of marriage partners, 
expressed in men’s understandings of finding a bride as “wife trouble” (Ferme 2001: 88-97); just as 
the ideological idiom of dependency conceals the extent to which men are in fact interdependent on 
women (Ferme 2001: 110-111). Linking to her broader argument about the power of the visible 
world being activated by invisible, ‘underneath’ forces, we can view women, male youth and 
strangers (through their productive and reproductive labour, and their capacity to initiate and 
mediate strategic political alliances) as the activating forces behind the powers of ‘big men’ and ‘big 
women’ (dynamics that are explored by Bledsoe [1980] and Shaw [2002] through the analytical lens 
of the wealth in people model).   
 
Ferme’s (2001) work shows how the patrimonial system has developed in response to historical and 
contemporary periods of uncertainty. The very word ‘system’ belies the instability which 
characterises what I have called ‘patrimonial’ discourses and practices, both historically during the 
warfare and raiding associated with the pre-colonial and colonial slave trades, and more recently 
with the political-economic changes entailed by electoral politics, the decline in patrimonial state 
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resources due to structural adjustment, and the civil war (see also Ferme 1998 and 1999; and 
Peters 2011: 43-44). Ferme argues that contemporary ambivalence towards intimate relationships is 
expressed and managed through an idiom of kinship that reflects the violent legacy of slavery. In 
Mende for instance, such ambivalence is not only evident in continued understandings of the 
mother’s brother-sister’s son relationship through a master-slave model, but also in the terminology 
of male in-laws as “splitters”. Through marriage, a bride’s family loses her productive labour and that 
of her children, but gains the brideservice labour of her husband (Ferme 2001: 97-101). The 
ambivalence here is created by the tension between, on the one hand, the idiom of giving and 
taking wives, which implies that marriage generates higher order bonds between two patrilines; and, 
on the other hand, discursive constructions of male “splitters” which posit men as separators rather 
than unifiers, and imply that out-marrying women are central to their natal lineage (Ferme 2001: 98). 
Thus contextualised, gender relations:  
“bear a history of violence that is embedded in the very language of intimacy and domestic relations. [...] 
Mende marriage must be understood in the context of slavery and in terms of how this institution shaped 
forms of dependence in the region. This perspective highlights the tensions and inequalities embedded in the 
idiom of marriage and kinship.” (Ferme 2001: 18) 
Working with Temne speakers in Makeni, Shaw (2002: 151-152 and 193-194) makes a parallel 
argument about “gender as memory” and “memory as gendered”. Particularly in relation to female 
slaves taken as wives, she suggests: 
since most would have been seized during warfare and raiding, their dangerously unknowable kinship ties 
[were] a potential source of future retaliation. Understandings of gender and marriage constituted by these 
predicaments can be viewed as social memories that articulate a historically prefigured model of relationships 
with strangers. (Shaw 2002: 152)  
Given Temne practices of exogamy and virilocality, Shaw writes that most married women were not 
only metaphors for alien strangers in their husband’s homes, they were alien strangers; a situation 
that also applies to most of the women I interviewed in George Brook (ibid: 152).  
 
Thus both Ferme (2001) and Shaw (2002) show how gender relations in contemporary Sierra 
Leone reflect a violent historical legacy of warfare and raiding, in which kinship idioms, secrecy and 
(gendered) strategies of concealment (a point I discuss below) have emerged as ways of managing 
conflict. Far from being deterministic and essentialising, I find Ferme and Shaw’s contextualisation 
of gender relations within a history of conflict particularly useful for analysing how the patterns of 
gendered suspicion evident in George Brook towards my research on wartime violence were 
historically informed. Ferme shows how a regional aesthetics of concealment has emerged in 
response to a historical legacy of violence; and how secrecy is used as a strategy to manage 
present-day conflicts. As a strategy, secrecy generates meaning through the tension between 
revelation and concealment, or in Ferme’s words, through the tension between surface phenomena 
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and “that which is concealed beneath them” (Ferme 2001: 2). Historically-specific discursive and 
ritual practices shape attitudes and strategies for managing domestic conflicts that are contingent 
on contemporary political-economic circumstances. Thus the causal relationship between historical 
political instability (for instance, slavery) and contemporary fragilities in cross-gender relations 
cannot be understood as a form of direct structural continuity but rather is subject to contingency 
(Ferme 2001: 226-227).  
 
With this perspective, we can consider how women in George Brook used strategies of concealment 
to manage the more recent political instability of the civil war; and the subsequent demands to 
recount the war (of course, most material in chapters three and four relate specifically to my 
requests for them to recount the war). Managing violence involves productively managing stories 
and verbal accounts (‘revelations’) of violence – that is, securing patronage through such stories 
while containing their dangerous potential. To return to Ferme’s quote at the start of this chapter, 
women and strangers, who perhaps most closely personify the ‘underneath’ forces activating 
patrimonial power, are reminders of “an order of concealment and the social instability of power” 
(Ferme 2001: 111), since they embody the very forces that can bring about significant reversals in 
fortune. In the next section I explore in more detail the gendered relationship between verbalising 
and reactivating violence in patrimonial ideology. 
 
Marginal Femininities and Dangerous Words 
 
If women’s marginal status generated a potentially subversive, wild power, this very marginality 
rendered female sexuality and productive and reproductive labour essential to mediating between 
different domains and lineages; and thus to generating socially-recognised and visible forms of 
power, predominantly for other ‘big’ men and women, but also for women themselves. Shaw (2002: 
158) documents a Temne proverb which states that ‘the woman is the “means” of the man’, since 
“she mediates his capacity to act upon the world. Her mediation between different individuals, 
lineages, generations, and places is, moreover, central to her own agency” (ibid: 158). While the 
mobile “social geography” (ibid: 162) of women between their marital and natal homes and between 
various kin at different stages of their lives (for instance when giving birth) contrasted with the more 
stable identity and jural rights inherited by men from patrilineage membership (Ferme 2001: 148; 
see also Jackson 1977: 90 in relation to the Kuranko); such female mobility symbolised that which is 
both necessary and threatening (that is, her role as an outsider without whom the patrilineage could 
not be reproduced), reflecting a certain degree of agency: 
A wife could withdraw her cooperation and refuse to cook, to work on the farm, or to have sex with her 
husband; she could go back to her natal home and require her husband to beg formally for her return; she 
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could take a lover and perhaps leave her husband for him; and ultimately she could divorce and remarry. 
Women’s protests had force because men were dependent upon their wives; and most were reluctant to lose 
one. (Shaw 2002: 161-162) 
Shaw distinguishes between women’s movements and mobility that were subsumed by the agency 
of their husbands (and we can add other male or female patrons), and their movements on their 
own behalf. This contrast, she argues, is the key tension in the wealth in people system; a tension 
which is evident in and managed through practices of disclosure and secrecy. Women’s supposed 
tendency to both ‘pull secrets outside’ through gossip, as well as their tendency to be ‘too secretive’ 
(for instance in seeing diviners) were seen by men as compromising female capacity for moral 
personhood. Shaw suggests that this concern with secrecy was primarily a concern with knowledge 
and a woman’s ability to withhold or broadcast information that her husband should rightfully control 
(thus the act of withholding knowledge and being ‘too secretive’ could become a subservient one) 
(Shaw 2002: 164-165).  
 
As a strategy of incorporation and reproduction, we can understand the paradoxes and marginality 
generated by marriage by combining, as Shaw (2002) does, a structural analysis of women as in-
marrying strangers whose sexual powers are necessary to reproduce the patrilineage (for instance, 
Jackson’s [1977: 89-91] earlier work), with an analysis that historicises such structural forms – that 
is, the historical legacy of raiding and warfare which informed symbolic constructions of women as 
mobile outsiders who could be strategic but also vulnerable and dangerous members of their 
husband’s  patrilineage. Shaw (2002: 149-195) anchors her analysis of gender relations in the 
recurring Temne motif of an in-marrying woman who can act as a potential mediator of harmful 
outside incursions (for instance military attack by “her” people) into the contained patrilineal space 
of her marital home, village or town; either by revealing important secrets or by covertly consulting a 
diviner to counter her husband’s defences (Shaw 2002: 152; 163 and 167). The dangerous and wild 
powers of the feminine then, are linked not only to sexual power (women’s capacity to reproduce 
the patrilineage, thus rendering their husbands dependent on them), but also on their capacity to 
betray secrets during times of instability. While Shaw (2002) writes about Temne-speakers, Jackson 
(1977: 32-33, 54 and 89-91) documents similar beliefs in Kuranko-speaking regions, Leach (2000: 
589) and Ferme (2001: 168) amongst Mende speakers, and Bledsoe (1980: 17-18) amongst Kpelle 
speakers in Liberia, indicating that the dangerous nature of women’s marginal power, and a focus 
on their capacity to withhold or betray military or esoteric (often related to concerns about men’s 
fertility) secrets is a region-wide theme. 
 
Shaw (2002: 150-151) cites a story of a Kpa Mende woman, married into a Yoni Temne family, who 
was ritually killed in the late nineteenth century (at the height of the colonial legitimate trade that 
made life in the hinterland particularly precarious) after she openly recounted a dream in which 
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enemies attacked the town, thus violating the customary prohibition on women publically revealing 
dreams. Such dreams were often about sexual incursion (induced by bush spirit seducers who 
could make a woman barren). In verbally (and publically) disclosing her dream, she evoked a 
connection between herself and the agents of attack. Tellingly, bush spirits who sexually attack 
women at night often take the form of their victim’s brother – implying of course, a very direct 
relationship between the attackers and the woman’s natal family in a dream of military incursion. 
Moreover, the Kpa Mende woman violated the chief’s superior “right to know”, as her public 
indiscretion undermined the “verbal containment of the dream’s dangerous potential” (Shaw 2002: 
151). Indeed, the town’s violent response to her breach of custom turned her dream into waking 
reality, since her son then allied himself with his mother’s Kpa Mende family (at that time of the 
enemies of Yoni) and fought several military campaigns against Temne chiefdoms, successfully 
attacking the town of his father’s people in 1887. The woman’s verbal ‘excess’, in this case, did 
indeed prompt episodes of significant military violence.  
 
The following conversation between two old Kpelle men recorded in 1966-68 by a Lutheran pastor, 
and cited by Bledsoe (1980: 17-18), also contains the motifs of sexual and military incursion, as the 
men recount how feminine sexual betrayal was key to the defeat of a town that was said to be 
undefeatable: 
This is how the war was fought at night. The [enemy] sia-nuii [pathmaker] would come in town and ‘love’ with 
some woman at night and she would take rice to him during the day by pretending she was going to the 
waterside for water, with the rice in the bucket. And then she would secretly go off in the bush with the rice. 
The man would ask the woman to help him destroy the town, and if she would, he would give her ten slaves to 
work for her. The help the woman would give would be to tell him where the warriors would be stationed so he 
could put the path someplace else [...]  
[...] The victors would take some captives back and present them to the chief [...] to show that they were 
successful. So he would thank the warriors and give them some slaves. The woman who lost her husband 
would cry when she was told that he had been left in the war. They would tell her to shut up and then she 
would take a new husband. 
I find the last line particularly revealing here, when the woman who loses her husband in the fighting 
is told to “shut up” – that is, she is prohibited from verbally recounting the violence – and then she 
takes a new husband, with the new marriage as a form of social control to contain the verbal 
excesses associated with her grief (since these same verbal excesses may in fact contribute to 
reproducing the violence that initially produced that grief). However, I also want to focus on the 
figure of the town woman who ‘loved’ with the enemy path-maker. Again, we see two significant 
analogies – the analogy between sexual and military incursion; and the analogy between sexuality 
and talking, both of which are predicated on the mobile and marginal nature of rural female 
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subjectivities.9 As Melissa Leach (2000: 583) argues convincingly in relation to the figure of the 
hunter-warrior (later institutionalised during the war as the CDF warrior), this makes women’s 
tongues particularly dangerous, and women’s sexual power particularly potent and vital to the 
hunter-warrior operation: 
[T]here are ways in which hunting is not an independent masculine realm, but depends on proper 
relationships with women and on women’s agency [...] hunters claim that improper sexual behaviour by their 
wives, such as infidelity can cause them to fail. Hunting is thus vulnerable to women’s sexuality [...] 
Linked to the concern with women’s inappropriate sexual behaviour is the common refrain that women cannot 
be trusted with hunters’ secrets, as they would be sure to reveal them. Hunters ceding their secrets to fickle 
women or even animals who have shape-shifted into female form is a recurring theme in folk-tales of hunters’ 
woes (e.g. Jackson 1982). Mende hunters with whom I worked in 1988 claimed that women’s inability to keep 
secrets was the principal reason why they could not – or should not – hunt. In Mende thought, the idea of 
uncontrolled talk and uncontrolled sex are closely linked, with the same word for both tongue and clitoris. 
Clitoridectomy can thus represent an attempt to exert symbolic control over both. 
Although Leach is specifically referring to Mende words here, the ethnographic data she cites refers 
to various linguistic groups in Guinea and Sierra Leone, implying that the symbolic analogies 
between sexuality and talking, and the clitoris and the tongue, are region-wide, even if the strict 
semantic analogy is not. As we have seen, a woman’s mobility and marginal position as outsider 
make her both valuable and threatening to her husband’s patriline. Her capacity to reveal or conceal 
vital knowledge is moreover central to the healthy reproduction of the patriline. Shaw (2002: 165) 
notes that a woman who does not confess her lover’s name to her husband is understood 
(particularly by her husband) as blocking both the couple’s own fertility and that of the rice crop, as 
her infidelity may cause her husband’s ancestors to withdraw their blessings. Similarly, Jackson 
(1977: 91) writes that his Kuranko informants understood the mother to be the main mediator of the 
relationship between the father, patrilineal ancestors and the child.  
 
While Shaw (2002: 149-169) discusses the containment of women’s power to guard against military 
and sexual incursions into the patrilineal space of the home, village or town; Ferme (2001: 176-180) 
reconfigures the focus from spatial to bodily containment; highlighting the relationship between 
bodily containment, power, secrecy and silence. Paradoxically, power is generated by an aesthetics 
of concealment in which visible forms of power (understood through metaphors of bodily and spatial 
expansion and consumption) are generated by more invisible agents (for instance, substances that 
can be ingested or ritual objects that can be hidden in one’s clothes) that must be effectively 
                                                          
9
 Peters (2011: 47) writes that adultery allegations – real or fabricated – were sometimes used by powerful men to 
acquire slaves. Men would accuse their wives of having affairs, and once their wives named their ‘lovers’, the accused 
male lovers would be required to atone for their crime by providing slaves or becoming enslaved themselves. In more 
recent times, such accusations of adultery continued to be a way for elite men to secure the labour of young men, 
through levying fines for ‘woman damage’ for supposed affairs with their significantly younger wives (ibid: 50; see also 
Bledsoe 1980: 161-162).  
28 
 
ingested, expelled or contained as they move across bodily thresholds (Ferme 2001: 159-180). 
Sociologically, this “paradox of autonomy” is reflected in the fact that a big person visibly controls 
others, but in fact depends on them to remain in power – indeed, their bodily expansion is 
substantiated through the multiplying bodies of their dependents (ibid: 171). This returns us to the 
paradox underlying the relationship between a wife and her husband’s patrilineage, with a focus on 
her reproductive role. Ferme shows how Mende women’s presumed lesser capacity for secrecy is 
related to their inability to completely contain life-giving and life-taking forces across bodily 
thresholds during childbirth, when opening up one’s body to give birth renders a woman particularly 
vulnerable to incursion from malevolent spirits (since birth can of course be particularly dangerous 
and life-threatening for mother and child) (ibid: 176-177). Nonetheless, those who manage such 
forces across the threshold of a labouring woman’s body are themselves women – that is, Sande 
(or Bondo/Bundu in other regional languages) mid-wives (‘big’ women) who mediate movements 
across the bodily thresholds of labouring women, specifically the vagina and the mouth, which are 
both understood as sites of “incorporation and expulsion” (ibid: 178). During childbirth, women are 
understood to be less able to conceal secrets which they have up to that point kept hidden (ibid: 
178). Extending the analogy between childbirth and speech, Ferme (ibid: 177) argues that female 
elders, as the ritual mediators of life-giving and life-taking transactions, act as translators in a similar 
way to the secular speech-makers of political big persons. Thus women’s mediatory capacities in 
the ritual realm mirror the strategies of mediation between the public and secret which generate 
political power in the secular realm. In fact, a woman’s fertility – invested into her by big women 
through the ritual practice of clitoridectomy – is the very basis of her husband’s political success 
(see Bledsoe 1984: 457). In Mende, childbirth and speech are referred to by the same word (nde), 
and “unfold over bodily thresholds (nd/la), which are themselves part of a rich semantic cluster 
encompassing name (nda), door (nda), mouth (tokpula), and vagina, the ‘mouth below’ (ndabu, cf. 
Boone 1986: 99)” (Ferme 2001: 177). If the vagina is the mouth below, the control and mediation of 
Sande elders over the process of birth ritually reflects the social control and mediation of a woman’s 
words and speech. Bledsoe (1980: 74) found that labouring women are not only vulnerable to the 
physical dangers associated with birth, they are also vulnerable to the demands of female elders, 
who use their secret knowledge to extract confessions from women, arguing that during a difficult 
birth the transition of the baby across, in Ferme’s terms, the bodily threshold of the vagina, can only 
be eased if the mother reveals the name of her lover. The mid-wife can then demand money from 
the mother to keep her confession ‘secret’ (see also Bledsoe 1984: 460). 
 
Fascinatingly, Mende midwives called themselves “warriors”, controlling and containing power 
across bodily thresholds (the vagina and mouth) to mediate life-giving and life-taking processes, 
directly linking childbirth, speech and warfare: 
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“Women in childbirth were at greater risk of losing control over these very processes – and over the speech 
that could reveal secrets – but as powerful midwives and in other ritual roles, they were also the only ones 
with the skills to mediate these transitions. These were dangerous, violent moments, in which the dramas of 
life and death were played out. They were situations in which life-giving and life-taking practices could overlap 
instead of occupying distinct spaces. Women with the power to control these processes called themselves 
warriors, bringing potent symbols of warfare and death right into the midst of fertility and reproduction.” 
(Ferme 2001: 178) 
In childbirth (as in warfare we might add), women’s speech is vital to mediating life-giving and life-
taking powers, since revelation of previously concealed acts can speed up a difficult birth (Ferme 
2001: 179). While female elders are skilled at inducing speech that can threaten life if it remains 
concealed, they are less able to contain excessive speech or silence potentially dangerous words 
(ibid: 179). Ferme (ibid: 179) and Shaw (2002: 164) both cite examples of men’s belief that Sande 
and Bondo elders are unable to control the secrets of their societies as strictly as men control the 
secrets of Poro, reflecting a presumed asymmetrical capacity for secrecy between men and women 
(see Ferme 2001: 180). Ferme’s (ibid: 177-180) point of course is that the very reproductive, 
childbearing and sexual powers that make women valuable to their husband’s families also underlie 
their “lesser” capacity for secrecy, since both are predicated on women’s relative mobility and 
marginality. Indeed, in Mende, landowning, male-controlled patrilineages are called “those within a 
birth/talking” group (ndehu, from nde which means “to talk or give birth”, and hu, which means 
“inside”). Ideally, the unity of the patrilineage is produced by common descent through the male line, 
and reproduced by consensus-building communication amongst its members (Ferme 2001: 148). If 
speaking in unison is so ideologically central for the unity of the patrilineage, it is little wonder that 
an in-marrying woman (a ‘stranger’) is ideally circumcised – as clitoridectomy imbues her with the 
fertility that will ensure the success of her husband’s family (Bledsoe 1984: 457), while attempting to 
circumscribe the sexual and verbal excesses that women’s fertility and mobility is necessarily seen 
to entail, by literally removing her clitoris and symbolically removing her tongue (Leach 2000: 583). 
Here we see another form of the paradox that generates and is generated by women’s marginality – 
the patrilineage speaks with one mouth and is of the same birth (evoking the importance of the 
mother even though the ideology is predominantly patrilineal), but the ‘outside’ feminine powers of 
birth and speech necessary to reproduce it as a cohesive group threaten that very cohesiveness.10  
 
                                                          
10
 Such paradoxes do not necessarily have to be ideologically or symbolically resolved. Ferme (2001: 61-63) argues that 
they represent zones of ambivalence where oppositional gender symbolism (for instance, the distinction of the world 
into senseless women and brave men) is made ambiguous precisely at the most dangerous moments (warfare, hunting, 
childbirth and the violent circumcision practices associated with both female and male initiation), “when life itself is at 
stake” (Ferme 2001: 62). This reflects her broader argument that during times of instability, it can be more productive 
to maintain ambiguity than to dialectically resolve seemingly “paradoxical” discursive and symbolic forms into stable 
orders of meaning. 
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There is thus a strong parallel between the containment of women’s speech and the ritual 
containment of their sexuality through initiation. Such ambivalence towards “women’s discursive 
and bodily ‘openness’” is, Ferme (2001: 179) suggests, underscored by the practice of 
clitoridectomy: an “act of violence and bloodletting” which opens up a woman’s body to sexual 
intercourse and childbirth (and which we know from Leach [2000] also circumscribes her sexuality), 
but simultaneously exposes her to attack from outside incursion and uncontrolled loss of vital bodily 
substances. The strong links between female initiation, marriage, fertility and the prosperity of men’s 
political careers are reflected in pre-war ethnographic accounts, which all note that prospective 
husbands were expected to either cover or reimburse initiation costs (see for instance Bledsoe 
1984, as well as Coulter 2005 for a post-war account). Initiation is thus a practice by which sexual 
powers for reproduction, hunting and warfare were mobilised (and as necessary, circumscribed) 
through the violence done to young female bodies, with female secret society elders acting as vital 
mediators (‘warriors’). The circumscription of power is central to its mobilisation, for we have seen 
that while a husband’s political prosperity (or success as a hunter-warrior) depended on his wife’s 
sexual fertility, it was threatened by her infidelity and inclination to betray secrets (a symbolic and 
practical extension of her mobile, marginal status as a sexually-active, fertile and thus necessary 
stranger). Nonetheless, such circumscription was never total since women did in fact bring about 
significant reversals in fortunes for their affinal or natal families, or for the husbands they chose to 
stay with or leave.  
 
Continuing Motifs: Combining Female and Male Power in Pre-war and Wartime 
Sierra Leone 
 
Male dependency on female fidelity in domains such as hunting and warfare is well-illustrated by the 
following account of a gun-firing ceremony that Jackson (1977: 192-193) recorded during a Kuranko 
female initiation: 
“As each girl sings to her intended [husband] [...] he fires his gun into the air [...] If a man’s gun fails to fire, 
then something is amiss with the intended marriage. As I am observing the ceremony one man’s gun fails to 
go off. He tries again, and again, and then on the fourth attempt it fires. People are amused, for each time he 
tries to fire the gun he declares (as is customary), ‘If there is something amiss in this matter and I do not know 
about it, then may this gun misfire.’ The implication is that if the gun does not fire then the girl is probably 
contemplating an affair with another man.” 
If a symbolic association between gun and phallus is valid here, we see that women’s fidelity and 
proper sexual behaviour – or more accurately, the mobilisation of women’s sexual power via its 
ritual and social circumscription/circumcision – is vital to ensuring male fertility (that is, to healthy 
ejaculation of sperm) itself. For those who may find such an analogy unsatisfying, Bledsoe (1984) 
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nonetheless provides a detailed account of how male and female initiation rituals were ultimately 
about combining the power of the sexes, through the ritual merger of male and female secret 
societies. She identifies a political and economic base behind such symbolic merger, since Sande 
(or Bondo) elders’ control over sexual relations was a control not only over the girls themselves, but 
also their families and husbands, who could be expected to meet sizeable demands for cash or 
labour (Bledsoe 1984: 462-463). Mixing male and female symbolic elements in medicines could 
generate “powerful personal potency as well as fertility” (ibid: 463), and she cites region-wide 
accounts indicating that the preserved clitorises and foreskins excised during initiation were in some 
cases ritually or secretly mixed into preparations which would be consumed by the opposite sex 
(ibid: 463-464).11 Initiation, Bledsoe argues, entailed a ritual and momentary segregation to protect 
initiates from the potentially dangerous consequences of socially uncontrolled sexual contact (ibid: 
464). To return to the gun-firing ceremony, Bledsoe provides a way for understanding how the 
powers of each sex were ‘activated’ by mobilising or curtailing the sexual powers of the other. 
Clitoridectomy thus ‘disarms’ a woman’s dangerous parts (by symbolically removing her tongue and 
containing her deviant sexuality – since excessive speech and infidelity could threaten a man’s 
hunting prowess, military secrets, patrilineal cohesion and fertility) while ‘arming’ her fertility.  
 
The contemporary decline in male initiation ceremonies relative to female initiation (see Coulter 
2005) indicates that male power can increasingly be cultivated in other arenas. However, scholarly 
accounts suggest that the idea of the ‘cross-fertilisation’ of male and female powers manifested in 
various forms during the civil war, at least in the military idioms of some of the fighting factions. 
Ferme (2001: 178) argues that an understanding of the feminine aspects of mediatory power in 
Mende society – where feminine power is necessary to facilitate the symbolic transition into a new 
stage of life – sheds light on the seemingly “bizarre” ways gender was mobilised during the civil war, 
for instance in the figure of the cross-dressing male warrior (wearing wigs, dresses and makeup). 
Drawing on Ferme’s work, Coulter (2009: 140-142) argues that the figure of the cross-dressing male 
or female warrior may be better understood as a re-appropriation of gender norms than a 
transgression of them. Citing Moran (1995), Coulter also writes that militarised power in this region 
is often heightened by combining and transcending masculine and feminine elements, as opposed 
to the hyper-masculinised concepts of military power in the West, which categorically exclude any 
‘feminine’ elements (see also Ellis 1999: 260). Indeed, Moran (1995) notes that for many (Liberian) 
participants, the more alarming aspects of cross-dressing were not necessarily men appropriating 
female wigs and undergarments, but rather female fighters appropriating distinctively male clothing 
in battle – a transgression/transcendence of gender boundaries that attracted little commentary in 
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 Bledsoe (1984: 469) documents a verbal account of a man with fearful ritual powers, who wore a hat with the clitoris 
of a girl sewn prominently on the front during important ritual occasions to display his power. Clearly here the man’s 
formidable powers came from combining potent feminine and masculine body parts and symbols. 
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the international media (except perhaps in sensationalising the female warrior), because hyper-
masculine combat gear is considered ‘normal’, even essential, for both male and female soldiers in 
Western military traditions. 
 
In the household setting, sexual relations with a woman were (re)productive, engaging the fertile 
and socially-controlled (thus ‘safe’) aspects of her power. In the hunter-warrior mode, feminine 
power had to be carefully contained in order to ensure the success of the hunt (Leach 2000: 583), 
and sexual abstinence could signify an attempt not to avoid ‘pollution’, but to channel sexual desire 
into battle (Ferme 2001: 7-8), and to protect hunting and military secrets from verbally indiscrete and 
sexually unfaithful women who could endanger one’s life. Accounts of the CDF (for instance, Ferme 
and Hoffman 2004; Hoffman 2011 and Leach 2000) indicate that they, at least in theory, 
commanded strict sexual abstinence from their predominantly male fighters, even as warrior power 
itself was mobilised by combining masculine and feminine elements. In this logic, sexual relations 
with women were dangerous because they could bring the warrior in contact with her more wild side 
(associated with her sexuality but most concretely manifested in the dangers of her tongue). As an 
example of this ideology of female recklessness, Leach (2000: 577) cites one male informant’s view 
that, “women could hunt better than men. But male hunters fear to give women guns in case they 
shoot the men who displease them” (recorded in 1988). In theory the RUF deployed different 
strategies to the CDF. Firstly, they incorporated higher numbers of female fighters, who were often 
considered to be more fearsome than their male counterparts by the civilian population, since life in 
the bush was seen to activate women’s wilder powers (Coulter 2009: 136-143). Secondly, and 
inverting the hunter-warrior mode of mobilising power via sexual abstinence (a mode which plays 
into gerontocratic interests since the possibility for polygamous marriages and multiple sexual 
relations becomes the almost exclusive preserve of powerful men), RUF also used rape by multiple 
men over several days, followed by ‘marriage’ to one particular male (at least for the more 
‘fortunate’ female abductees), as a deliberate strategy to initiate abducted girls into the movement 
(ibid: 127).12 Coulter (ibid:  144-147) notes that becoming a fighter was a highly gendered process, 
since female fighters continued to be sexually abused, while the masculinity of male fighters could 
be reinforced by their ‘rebel wives’ (see also Peters and Richards 1998). In the RUF setting, wartime 
rape of fellow rebel and civilian women may have been a way for men to directly mobilise the wild, 
marginal and generative aspects feminine sexual power to wage war. The rape of fellow-rebel 
women reveals it as a form of violence done to female bodies that can be used to control as much 
as to mobilise the dangerous aspects of female sexuality. Shaw (2002: 200) suggests that wartime 
rape can be seen as a new form of enslavement – although given the humanitarian tendency to 
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 See Peters and Richards (1998) for a more nuanced account, as they present interviews from female and male 
fighters from various fighting factions. It seems that tactics such as wartime rape were common amongst most of the 
factions, despite official ideology to the contrary. 
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couple the image of ‘sex slaves’ with the dominant female image of victim (Coulter 2009: 130) this 
term needs to be used carefully. Nonetheless, the motif of slavery helps to crystallise how raiding 
and abducting recruits allowed male commanders (in relation to other young men and women) and 
male fighters (in relation to women) to have direct access to the ‘wealth in people’ resources 
(grounded in female reproductive labour) – or in Ferme’s terms, the marginal subjects who embody 
the ‘underneath’ forces required to activate visible forms of power – denied to them by the failure of 
the patrimonial state (see Peters and Richards 1998: 200; Peters 2011: 34-61; and Richards 1996), 
without the mediation of elder men and women.13 Coulter (2009: 238-239) observes that wartime 
rape, as a violent assault of the social and physical bodies of her informants, was used to initiate 
abducted girls into the bush, after which their productive labour in terms of food processing and 
preparation was essential to the survival of the movement (ibid: 116-117). One of her informants, 
Aminata, describes how her unit mobilised competing ideological constructions of women as weak, 
innocent and yet sexually and verbally promiscuous (making them valuable in terms of knowledge 
exchange): 
[The] most beautiful girls and brave boys will go to that town and make friends. The girls in fact will love the 
soldiers or other people in the town. Then after one week, or two weeks, they will come [back] and inform us 
about the set-up of the town. (In Coulter 2009: 104) 
In Ferme’s analysis of Sande warrior-midwives outlined above, we can see how warrior status is 
generated by controlling other women’s sexual powers, and how this parallels the mediatory 
qualities (over bodily thresholds, acts of speech and invisible and visible forms of power) required to 
generate political power. In one sense the RUF mode of mobilising power via abduction, raiding, 
enslavement and rape seemed to bypass the mediatory role of ritually ‘big’ men and women, 
establishing direct control over female reproductive and productive labour through the violence of 
wartime rape, and of male productive labour by subjecting junior male recruits to the violence of 
their youthful commanders (Denov 2010: 121-144); ultimately meaning that hierarchies were 
reconfigured and reproduced in the form of a violent and militarised meritocracy (Coulter 2009:238).  
 
The above is a brief and rather reified account of the RUF and CDF, and certainly more nuanced 
ethnographies of all the fighting factions are available (see Coulter 2009; Denov 2010; Hoffman 
2011; Peters 2011; Peters and Richards 1998; and Richards 1996). My main interest here is to 
outline the forms of gendered symbolism that may have been communicated by the various modes 
of waging war (for instance, by the RUF and the CDF), in order to better understand the specific 
                                                          
13
 In this sense we can at least begin to see how the high frequency of rape within the movement may have contributed 
to a renewal of masculinities (Berghs 2011: 1401), since multiple sexual relationships with women through polygamy 
help to cement ‘big man’ status within the patrimonial system (see Coulter 2009: 133-134). I also heard accounts from 
female NGO workers that women were involved in collective sexual attacks against other women (see also Denov 2010: 
124-125). Thus within the rebel movement we can see a version of the logic that allows women themselves to gain 
power through bodily violence done to other women. 
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ways that women in George Brook contained their accounts of war violence. Women often 
represented war violence as a potential incursion into their villages or neighbourhoods, in most 
cases forcing them into hiding or momentarily displacing them. Peters and Richards (1998: 207) 
write that RUF raids usually focussed on abducting young recruits, and often remaining civilians 
were actively encouraged to flee. Certainly, many accounts in George Brook indicate that people 
fled their village based on knowledge of an impending attack, and thus not everybody was subject 
to direct threats of physical violence. Nonetheless, I argue in the next chapter that even women who 
were under threat avoided representing their own bodies as sites of potentially violent incursion. 
 
In the development of her argument about wives as potential sites (or even agents) of dangerous 
incursionary violence, Shaw (2002: 149-169) provides a number of specific historical accounts of 
changing factional alliances between lineages, which I have summarised above. While she 
identifies the historical and structural bases for what I refer to as the ‘weak but dangerous woman’, I 
build on her suggestion that this motif has continued to surface in Temne ideological constructions 
(for instance, in Temne proverbs) and ritual practices by considering region-wide ethnographic data 
on the social and ritual production of gendered selves through sexual and verbal control. I argue 
that this more general understanding of women’s words as potentially dangerous has informed the 
evident containment of women’s wartime stories in George Brook. While Shaw (2002: 149-169) 
explicitly states that her argument applies to the period when she conducted her fieldwork 
(predominantly before the war), by considering how gendered power was mobilised during the war 
and how gender informs the way stories have been contained after the war, I seek to show that 
such motifs drawing on the marginal, wild, and dangerous quality of feminine power (intrinsically 
related to their presumed verbal incapacity to keep secrets) continued during the war period, and 
are evident in George Brook today. From the work of Leach (2000) and Ferme (2001), we can see a 
number of symbolic (and in the Mende case, semantic) analogies between the clitoris and the 
tongue; the vagina and the mouth; childbirth and talking; and feminine ritual mediation, political 
translation of the public and the secret, and warfare. I have also argued that violence done to 
female bodies is a mode of mobilising women’s productive and reproductive powers in both war and 
peacetime, even as it (re)constitutes individual womanhood (in the case of initiation and child birth 
for instance). Since women’s words are considered to be particularly dangerous, women must 
manage the tension to reveal and conceal aspects of their experience by verbalising violence in a 
way that does not risk reactivating its more destructive powers. 
 
A fascinating questions that arises, if we consider the type of data Shaw (2002: 149-169) uses to 
substantiate her own argument, is how such contemporary cultural containment of women’s words 
reflects the concrete forms of fighting, alliances and factionalism during the much more recent civil 
war. This is the type of question on social change, gender and personhood that I sought to address 
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in my original proposal. Ethnographic accounts of the rebels (e.g. see Coulter 2009: 119-120) 
indicate that they did use strategies such as forcing recruits to witness or participate in physical or 
sexual attacks on their kin. However, it seems that such tactics varied between regions and military 
groups, and were deployed during specific phases of the war; and obviously, since women in 
George Brook did not speak about precisely the more personal and interpersonal realms of their 
wartime experiences, I do not have the data to answer this question. As I wrote in chapter one, I 
originally hoped to avoid asking direct questions about the war by asking questions about changing 
familial and residential configurations instead. Nonetheless, such questions were a ‘covert’ attempt 
to understand interpersonal experiences of war violence, and correspondingly women resisted 
answering them, reflecting Ferme’s (2013: 49) argument that wartime violence is most directly 
experienced in the realm of family, neighbourhood and village relations. It is important here to 
highlight the diversity of experiences we recorded in George Brook, and given the lack of concrete 
detail in no way can it be assumed that wartime violence disrupted interpersonal relationships 
uniformly, or even at all. However, I suggest that the repeated lack of detail in most women’s 
stories, while concealing (in some cases deliberately) substantial knowledge about their personal 
and interpersonal experiences of war, does allow us to discern culturally-patterned and gendered 
modes of recounting the war, and thus reveals knowledge about ideological constructions of moral 
womanhood. In this chapter I have presented some of the historical and structural factors which 
inform such normative patrimonial representations. While articulating such normative ideals requires 
a degree of abstraction from the content of individual stories, the logic of the move from the level of 
the specific to the level of the abstract is very much informed by the concrete details of my fieldwork, 
in particular the gendered suspicion I encountered, and women’s responses to my interview 
questions. In the following chapters, I explore these details by presenting case studies and excerpts 
of interviews with women and men in George Brook. 
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CHAPTER THREE Truth-telling, Gender and Ambiguity: Wartime 
Stories in Urban Sierra Leone 
 
Recounting the War: Empowering, Healing, Dangerous 
 
In chapter one, I introduced the competing tensions to reveal or conceal certain aspects of wartime 
experiences evident in women’s verbal accounts in George Brook. By considering ethnographic 
data from prewar, rural Sierra Leone in chapter two, I locate the pressure to conceal experiences of 
violence in a set of regional patrimonial discourses which associate womanhood with a dangerously 
inferior capacity to verbally contain secrets. In this chapter I briefly examine postwar liberal 
interventionist discourses and practices which have commodified war narratives in Sierra Leone. In 
the donor-dominated postwar economy, the act of revealing wartime experiences through (scripted) 
verbal narratives was initially understood by many of our informants in George Brook as an act that 
could potentially link them to a lucrative and translocal circulation of material wealth. Through trade, 
commodities have long mediated relationships between various groups in West Africa and non-local 
outsiders (for instance see Ferme 2001: 116). With humanitarian intervention, stories of violence 
have become objects that can be narrated (‘revealed’) for material aid or moral claims to patronage; 
but nonetheless continue to be subject to a gendered aesthetics of concealment. We have seen in 
chapter one that most of our informants in George Brook understood such narration and revelation 
as being part of an exchange. As I explore below through the work of Maria Berghs (2011; 2011b) 
and Rosalind Shaw (2007; and particularly 2007b), such expectations of reciprocity and patronage 
were key to Sierra Leonean understandings of postwar healing, contrasting with liberal assumptions 
that both personal and national healing and empowerment could be attained through the 
verbalisation of violent experiences.  
 
International intervention in Sierra Leone revolved around three formal processes: 1) the 
Disarmament, Demobilisation, and Reintegration (DDR) of ex-combatants; 2) a Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) that sought to gather and publicise verbal testimonies of suffering 
to facilitate national healing; and 3) a Special Court (SC) for Sierra Leone prosecuting those most 
responsible for atrocities committed during the conflict (Berghs 2011: 1405; Coulter 2009: 155). In 
addition to these formal structures, a host of local and international government and non-
government organisations were engaged in postwar ‘rehabilitation’ targeting specific groups of 
people (for instance ex-combatants), involving programs such as skills-training or counselling (see 
Coulter 2009 and Utas 2009), contributing to the proliferation of what Coulter (2009: 18) has 
described as, “the almost hegemonic humanitarian discourse on victimhood and suffering”. Of 
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course, such interventions are not limited to Sierra Leone, and the active and indiscriminate 
international promotion of DDR, TRC and transitional justice mechanisms in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America reflects the ubiquity of the assumption that liberal ideals of truth, justice and reconciliation 
can be universally realised. Mary Moran has argued that humanitarian interveners often view the 
postwar moment as a blank canvas where the horrors of violence have (paradoxically) erased all 
existing gender and power relations, thus allowing progressive outsiders to “guide the survivors to a 
new, neoliberal paradise” (2010: 267). The point, as Moran and numerous other scholars have 
noted, is that liberal interventions in such post-conflict situations are inevitably based on 
essentialised, gendered assumptions about violence, personhood, childhood and victimhood that 
subsequently allow for simple, mass interventions. 
 
In this chapter I briefly outline the gendered assumptions of liberal humanitarian discourses, evident 
in discursive constructs of the ‘victimised woman’ (who is, paradoxically, in need of empowerment) 
and the ‘violent man’ (Schroven 2006). By dichotomising violence and victimhood along overtly 
gendered lines, the liberal military domain can be constructed as predominantly masculine, divested 
of any (‘weak’) feminine elements (Coulter 2009: 13; Leach 2000). Furthermore, liberal approaches 
to justice and reconciliation valorise confessional modes of ‘truth-telling’ and associate the 
verbalisation of painful experiences with psychological healing and individual empowerment (Shaw 
2007 and 2007b). Such discursive constructs differ from the longer-standing patrimonial and 
gerontocratic assumptions in the region outlined in the previous chapter, namely that: 
a) through their relative ‘weakness’ women can be conduits of potentially wild powers (that is, 
they are presumed to have a lesser bodily capacity for secrecy and containment of 
dangerous forces, hence they need to be socially controlled rather than ‘empowered’) (cf. 
Coulter 2009: 241-242);  
b) ritual, political and military power can be generated by combining and transcending feminine 
and masculine symbolic elements (thus modes of generating warrior power are not 
necessarily divested of feminine elements); and  
c) verbalisation of violence in fact risks reactivating or reproducing it (hence words are 
associated more with an aesthetics of concealment and ambiguity to contain their dangerous 
potential, rather than with ‘truth-telling').  
In the second part of this chapter, I present case studies from George Brook to illustrate how 
tensions between liberal and patrimonial constructs shaped our female and male informants’ 
accounts of war. Throughout the chapter there is thus a double layer of meaning to my discussion of 
gendered differences; for I highlight both the contrasting assumptions underlying patrimonial and 
liberal constructs of gender, and the different ways women and men talk about war violence in the 
urban context of George Brook, where both discourses circulated prominently. 
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I base my approach on Coulter’s (2009) work with Kuranko-speaking women who had been 
abducted by the rebels. Coulter situates women’s narratives within two dominant sets of discourses 
and moral orders, to show how each set highlights and shapes certain aspects of women’s diverse 
experiences of war, while circumscribing others; and to suggest that these discourses marginalised 
her informants from the very institutions (especially DDR and the TRC) that were supposed to ‘help’ 
them (Coulter 2009: 179). Firstly, the fact that the normative violent perpetrator was male – ‘fighter’ 
and ‘combatant’, in the international parlance, were synonymous with ‘man’ – meant only certain 
aspects of women’s experiences (particularly those which highlighted their subject positions as 
victims) could be verbalised and publically acknowledged. Thus the ‘violent male perpetrator’ versus 
‘peaceful female victim’ dichotomy effectively excluded female ex-combatants from formal DDR 
processes; or as Schroven (2006: 97) argues, forced women to identify with one stereotype (ex-
combatant-perpetrator) to the exclusion of the other (innocent-victim). Coulter (2008, 2009) shows 
however, that the category of the female fighter challenges this dichotomy, since women were 
abducted, experienced sexual abuse, and perpetrated violence against others (including sexual 
violence). Secondly, her female informants contended with a local moral order which specifically 
discouraged them from publically recounting their experiences of violence. In postwar rural Sierra 
Leone, she writes that the “nontraditional” public spaces of the TRC and Special Court were 
considered to be culturally and socially inappropriate for women (Coulter 2009: 21). This resonates 
with my experience in George Brook, where women were more publically cautious and suspicious of 
me. One of my primary aims in this thesis is to explore why it might be considered inappropriate or 
dangerous for women to publically recount experiences of violence. 
 
In George Brook the women and men we interviewed had diverse experiences of contact with 
humanitarian organisations during and after the war. Very few directly benefited from postwar aid 
programs, with the only exceptions being a few women who had stayed in UN or Red Cross camps 
during and immediately after the war, either in Guinea or Sierra Leone. Additionally, some women’s 
brothers, husbands or sons had participated in DDR, which they predominantly understood as a 
program facilitating access to resources or skills training (cf. Richards 2006: 660). Nobody 
mentioned any involvement in counselling programs when I asked about NGOs. Nonetheless, as I 
have discussed, women certainly mobilised discursive constructs of victimhood and suffering when 
engaging with me, particularly in relation to their war stories. The prevalence of humanitarian 
discourses in George Brook is hardly surprising given that most educational and health services in 
the area are donor-funded, and prominently so (in the sense that UN, NGO and missionary logos 
and banners are conspicuously displayed at health centres, schools and churches). ‘Suffering’ was 
often defined in terms of being excluded from the lucrative postwar aid economy. For instance, 
Cynthia, whose rather dramatic account of war violence I discuss in chapter one, told us (in 
English): 
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We had no contact with NGOs after the war. We heard about NGO on the radio – NGO, NGO – but no help 
from them, no money, no food. 
 
Not everybody I interviewed at George Brook had heard of the TRC. Those who had heard of it 
understood the TRC as a place where people could go to “blow their minds” after the war – that is, 
to publically recount the injustice and violence that had been done to them so they did not feel like 
seeking revenge. Women speculated that another motive for going to the TRC would be to forgive 
the perpetrators, who may, as some people put it, have been child soldiers on drugs who could thus 
not be held completely accountable for their acts of violence. Jennifer sometimes sang the radio 
jingle, “TRC, come blow your mind, come blow your mind” to prompt women who did not initially 
understand my question about the TRC. Some women agreed when I asked them if it was a “good 
thing to go and blow your mind”, citing the (official) reasons above; others said it is better “to sit at 
home quietly”, since the TRC does not provide any form of material or financial compensation for 
the suffering people experienced during the war. As Ferme (2013: 55) found in a rural Mende-
speaking village, the issue of whether or not it was ‘good’ to speak openly about the war remained 
contentious in George Brook. Cynthia’s words on the TRC reflect this general ambivalence: 
I heard about TRC on radio. Come blow your mind, forgive and forget. If somebody did something to you 
during the war, forgive them. Some of the rebels cut off people’s hands, feet, so asking people to blow their 
mind and have forgiveness to their brother or sister...For me it is meaningless to go to TRC, because they 
have done it [the acts of violence] already. So we just sit down and look to our father in heaven, what he will 
do for us.  
Nobody I spoke to in George Brook participated in any TRC activities, and indeed everybody – 
whether or not they thought it was a good idea to blow one’s mind, and whether or not they felt they 
clearly understood what it was supposed to be about – referred to the TRC as an institution that 
existed in a domain radically divorced from their immediate material concerns directly after the war 
(despite the ‘grass-roots’ orientation of the TRC professed by one female advocate I interviewed, 
who had worked as a field interpreter during TRC hearings).  
 
The work of Rosalind Shaw (2007b) and Maria Berghs (2011) on the assumptions of reciprocity and 
exchange underlying their informants’ engagement with the TRC is particularly useful in 
understanding how Sierra Leoneans negotiated the tensions to reveal or conceal certain aspects of 
their stories; and how liberal discourses of empowerment and healing were often reinterpreted in 
terms of patrimonial discourses of dependency. Berghs worked with people who were physically 
wounded during the war. She explains that her informants: 
saw their [TRC] testimonies in terms of a ‘gift exchange’ or ‘bargain’ in that they would help with the rebuilding 
of the state in exchange for government aid [...] they saw their presence at the TRC as highly performative. 
They were participating mainly in terms of their bodily presences and did not always want to get too involved. 
Yet both the TRC and NGOs were concerned with dates, times and places, but for people themselves the 
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exact details of their stories would appear unimportant, dangerous, metaphoric, or would change as memories 
became stronger or weaker. In an interview one middle-aged woman, Isatu, explained this in terms of ‘telling 
but not telling’. She stated that people were tired of telling stories, did not always understand who they were 
talking to, and sometimes did not feel they had a choice because they wanted their lives to improve. (Berghs 
2011: 1406)  
She adds that ‘healing’ was not associated with healing from past traumas, but rather with 
amelioration of present suffering (ibid: 1406). Similarly, Shaw (2007b: 201-202) argues that while 
the TRC aimed to create new peaceful and forgiving subjectivities by giving voice to and “cooling 
the hearts” of those who testified, it in fact silenced local voices and concerns through its 
redemptive model of memory, which sidelined the model of healing identified by the majority of 
ordinary Sierra Leoneans – not healing via verbalisation per se, but healing via verbalisation in an 
international forum where people expected that their stories of suffering would be reciprocated with 
the material aid necessary to re-establish everyday life. As Shaw (ibid: 184) writes, the majority of 
people who testified did so with the hope of financial assistance. She shows how in TRC discourse, 
future violence was thought to be unleashed by failing to speak about the past (ibid: 199). This 
almost directly contradicts the logic of ‘directed forgetting’ that was widely practiced in Sierra Leone 
following the war, which marks “the verbal recollection of violent events (especially in public) [as] 
undesirable because it makes that violence present and connects it to the person remembering” 
(ibid: 195).14  
 
Shaw provides an insightful genealogy of the TRC’s redemptive model of memory. She starts with 
medieval confessionalism, which explicitly linked bodily pain to the pursuit of truth. Following the 
Enlightenment, verbalisation (minus bodily pain) became associated with truth-telling, insofar that 
the powers of language and modern reason were understood to oppose primordial violence. Since 
the 19th and early 20th centuries, psychiatric and psychoanalytical ideas have produced a different 
connection between pain – internalised as emotional pain – and truth, in which the verbalisation of 
typically painful memories is thought to be necessary for personal healing (Shaw 2007b: 192). In 
contrast, the widespread Sierra Leonean practice of ‘directed forgetting’ was not so much about 
erasing, ignoring or repressing personal memories by refusing to verbalise them, but rather about 
containing memories in a form that allowed the subject to recover life (ibid: 194). As Coulter argues 
for her informants, for many Sierra Leoneans it could be “dangerous to remember” certain 
experiences (2009: 22).  
 
When Shaw conducted her fieldwork at the end of the war, her informants’ concerns that the TRC 
process could activate memories of violence were expressed very pragmatically. For instance, they 
                                                          
14 In a separate article, Shaw writes that the “reluctance to reproduce the war by discussing it publicly was a response I 
encountered again and again, both in Freetown and in the rural provinces.” (2007: 68) 
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spoke about the potential for vengeance when civilians heard the stories of ex-combatants, or when 
ex-combatants heard stories that implicated civilians in certain atrocities (ibid: 194). Berghs (2011: 
1409) writes that many of her female informants did not talk about experiences of impairment linked 
to rape, for fear of being ostracised by their communities, which she explains in terms of the 
“spiritual defilement” of women (ibid: 1410). Coulter (2009: 226-227) by contrast, notes that for her 
female informants (importantly, a different population from Berghs’ informants, who lived in 
“amputee camps”), social acceptance and reintegration were more premised on the act of 
concealing and containing memories of violence, since most people knew that an abducted girl 
would have been raped. In this sense, it was the act of recounting or revealing experiences of 
sexual violence (or the potential to do so) that made female abductees dangerous, rather than the 
supposedly spiritually defiling experiences of rape and abduction themselves, for abducted girls 
were able to reintegrate if they remained silent about their experiences.15  
 
As I argued in the previous chapter, in Sierra Leone bodily violence can be used to generate and 
curtail powerful forces, and thus the verbalisation of such violence must be carefully managed by 
being subject to an aesthetics of concealment. Such mobilisation of power through bodily violence is 
exemplified by the ritual of circumcision (which in Krio, like the wartime amputation of limbs, is 
publically referred to as “cutting”), generally located within the domain of the ‘secret’ and which 
forms part of a broader set of practices associated with the social production of gendered persons.  
As Berghs (2011: 1406) notes, secrecy and bodily closure are considered essential in keeping 
violence and evil at bay. Earlier, I linked this to Ferme’s (2001: 159-180) focus on women’s 
presumed weakness and inferior capacity for secrecy due to lack of control over their bodily 
openings (that is, the mouth and the vagina). While Ferme conducted fieldwork amongst Mende-
speakers, I drew on ethnographic data from other language groups in Sierra Leone to argue that 
women’s words, in particular, are considered to be potentially dangerous region-wide. Below, I 
present contemporary ethnographic material from my fieldwork in George Brook to demonstrate 
how, despite attempting to garner my sympathy and potential patronage via their ‘war stories’, 
women generally avoided talking about the threat of violence towards their own persons.  
 
 
                                                          
15
 Coulter found that female ex-combatants who successfully reintegrated did so by socially ‘forgetting’ their 
experiences, by marrying and becoming wives, and by performing productive labour that would contribute to their 
families’ welfare. These three factors allowed her informants to conform to Kuranko ideals of womanhood, even for 
those women engaged in socially peripheral (but not forbidden) livelihood strategies such as the “girlfriend business” 
(entering into multiple but relatively long-term sexual relationships with men in exchange for money and gifts which 
can then be shared with kin and used to support dependents) (Coulter 2009: 154-180). 
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Situating Gendered Bodies in Accounts of War 
 
Overall, my impression was that, at least to a foreign stranger, female experiences of violence 
became more ‘sayable’ when they could be expressed as a domestic arrangement, a theme I 
explore in chapter four. This observation is specifically related to my field experience in George 
Brook. Berghs (2011, 2011b), Coulter (2009) and Utas (2009) for instance all spoke to women who 
did, either in more public or private contexts, talk about violence done to their individual bodies. 
Their studies were focused on particular groups of people who had been targeted by NGOs and 
humanitarian interveners because of their direct experiences of war violence – that is, as amputees, 
female abductees and sexual abuse survivors respectively. Having lived in camps (Berghs 2011, 
2011b), contemplated, been excluded from or participated in DDR (Coulter 2009), or participated in 
skills training or counselling sessions (Utas 2009), their informants’ stories of violence reflected the 
way they had learnt to present themselves to humanitarian agencies and NGOs, which sometimes 
required (in line with ideas of verbalisation, healing and subsequent redemption and empowerment) 
explicit stories of violence (see Coulter 2009: 24-25). Berghs and Coulter also spent a considerable 
amount of time in the field, which is a major factor in establishing rapport.16 Berghs (2011: 258-259) 
writes that after she established trust and friendship with her informants, some of them told her they 
lied or concealed information in their stories depending on who they were talking to. Nonetheless, 
both Coulter and Berghs nuance their accounts with observations that are broadly consistent with 
patterns I noticed in George Brook. Take, for instance, Coulter’s remark that: 
In most ‘war narratives’ it is the individual women’s bodies and the violence done to them that occupy center 
stage. Yet these stories often divulged little about the women’s own feelings or how they experienced violent 
events or long-lasting abduction, but were delivered in a very detached manner and included features 
common to many.  (Coulter 2009: 18-19)  
Berghs (2011: 1410) recounts an incident in which one of her female informants was told not to cry 
by somebody present in the group, “as this was considered negative to her spiritual well-being but 
also contrary to a status as an adult woman”. Emotional containment in narratives was achieved by 
bodily control (for instance, by not crying), and was considered essential to protect and ‘close’ one’s 
body from the ‘evil’ forces of the bush that were associated with the rebels, and that could be 
activated by talking openly about war (ibid: 1410-1411). Women’s experiences especially “belonged 
to a private female sphere not to be repeated in public” (ibid: 1409). While one of her female 
informants did in fact publically recount her story of impairment, having to retell such experiences in 
the hope of patronage was itself seen as a form of suffering, symptomatic of the structural violence 
                                                          
16
 Coulter (2009: 21) for instance writes that, “While women did talk to me about their wartime experiences, this was 
almost always done in private conversations, and some of them made it clear that they did so against the expressed 
wishes of their families. After hours of talking in private spaces, and after promises of anonymity, only slowly did 
images of their experiences emerge [...] Often they would speak in a general language of metaphors and avoid 
specificities”.  
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of poverty (ibid: 1408-1409). Many of her informants hoped that it was the act of storytelling, rather 
than the content (‘truthful’ or otherwise) that might reward them with material aid (Berghs 2011b: 
259). As indicated in my initial interviews and ongoing discussions with men about the supposed 
‘value’ of my research, I believe this was the case for many of the women Jennifer and I met in 
George Brook. 
 
Of course one of the main differences between my study and those of Berghs (2011; 2011b), 
Coulter (2009) and Utas (2009) is the fact that I interviewed people based on their residence in 
George Brook, rather than on the basis of a specific type of war experience. Women in George 
Brook were not necessarily affected by war violence in the immediate sense of having been 
amputated, abducted, or sexually assaulted. While almost all women we interviewed ran way due to 
the threat of attack, and many spoke about losing family members and children, the distinction 
between a targeted research population and a more heterogeneous one is important, not only 
because of the differing levels of intensity in people’s exposure to humanitarian discourses and 
practices, but also because of the differing levels of intensity of the fighting itself during various 
phases of the war and across different regions. The accounts of people in George Brook reveal 
diverse wartime experiences and significant variations in the perceived (or, at least, expressed) 
levels of violence or threat of violence experienced. Certainly, our informants’ wartime experiences 
were not solely defined by their gendered status as women or men. Thus the war ‘met’ our 
predominantly Limba-speaking informants from northern Sierra Leone at a later date than some of 
our Mende-speaking informants from the southeast of the country, where fighting was much more 
prolonged. Some women indicated that they ran into the bush or farms with their families before the 
fighting reached their villages. This may partially reflect one of the central concerns of this thesis – 
that is, women’s tendency to avoid recounting specific details of war violence, and particularly that 
type of violence or threat of violence which implicates a woman’s very person. In chapter four I 
discuss the story of Aisha, who was briefly abducted by the rebels and in her account refused to 
verbalise even the threat of violence directed to her own person (although she spoke about the 
rebels raping other young girls and forcing young boys to work). However, women’s responses also 
reflect the fact that many did avoid direct experiences of violence, and certainly it should not be 
assumed that rural women (and men) experienced wartime violence, or even the threat of it, in a 
uniform manner. 
 
Freetown itself experienced intense and frightening periods of fighting from 1995, particularly during 
the 1997 and 1999 coup d’états (Hoffman 2011: 165). January 6 1999, when the AFRC and RUF 
joined forces to attack Freetown under the ominously-titled Operation No Living Thing, was a 
memorable date for most of the women we interviewed who were in Freetown at the time. Some 
women referred to the 1997 and 1999 coups as the first and second “wars” or “world wars”, 
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describing how they hid from bombs or survived by selling timber which they had cut from the ‘bush’ 
(now increasingly taken over by expanding urban shantytowns such as George Brook) on the 
outskirts of the city. In addition to the insurgent RUF group, the other major fighting factions 
included the Sierra Leone Army (SLA), locally organised Civil Defence Force (CDF) militias – based 
on male hunting societies, and often referred to by the anglicised Mende term kamajoh – as well as 
the peacekeeping forces of the West African coalition (ECOMOG) and the United Nations 
(UNAMSIL). In 1997 a portion of the SLA broke away and formed the Armed Forces Revolutionary 
Council (AFRC), which joined with RUF to overthrow an elected government (Shepler 2004: 8-9), 
some say with the help of ECOMOG (Hoffman 2011: 165).  
 
Only some women alluded to the threat posed by the presence of competing factions in Freetown, 
and this threat was usually expressed as one directed towards male kin. Victoria for instance, 
described how the kamajohs flogged her husband in their George Brook home around 1997 or 
1998, when tensions were escalating between the kamajohs and the police force. Her husband’s 
younger brother was a policeman, and the kamajohs, searching their drawers and finding his 
documents, accused her husband of being a policeman. While she spoke about the threat posed to 
her husband, she did not directly mention feeling frightened or threatened herself. Zee had been 
part of the group who had lined up to be interviewed during our first week. At that time, she 
emphasised the suffering, strain and hunger she experienced ‘inside’ the war. During our second 
interview we spoke on her neighbour’s porch, in a much less public context (with only a few other 
women within earshot). She described how, while she was pregnant, both the kamajohs and rebels 
flogged her husband, accusing him of being a soldier with the SLA (indeed, he later did join the 
SLA): 
The rebels were going through one house after the other. One room to the other. They would knock on the 
door, open it, and ask us to come out. And they would ask, who is a soldier here? My man said, “No I am not 
a soldier”, and they flogged him. 
I asked if Zee felt scared as they were going through her home. Jennifer translated this as “did they 
beat you and your children?” Zee responded: 
The man was tied. And one of the rebels had pity on me. He said, “Don’t flog this lady, because this woman is 
pregnant”. They left me and told me to go to the hospital. But I did not go. They tied my husband and flogged 
him. From the morning to the evening hour. And then in the evening, they untied him. When they untied him, 
that’s when we decided to leave that place and come to George Brook. 
I then asked what had occurred with the kamajohs, and Jennifer, trying to contextualise Zee’s 
account, explained directly that: 
As for that time, I know about that. After the kamajohs came, when they threaten you, they go this way, and 
the rebels come from the other way, even the ECOMOG, they do the same thing. Even as the rebels go, you 
see the kamajoh come, and even once they leave, you see the ECOMOG come. 
Listening to Jennifer, Zee added:  
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What the kamajohs were doing when they came in this place, they had a broom ... They would take the broom 
and smell it, and say, “Hmmm, we are smelling rebels”. Then they would take that person. They had 
somewhere they would take the person to kill them...But I was safe. 
This was one of the few times we asked a woman directly if she was subject to physical violence 
during the war. In response, Zee stressed the fact that she was safe throughout her story, although 
her husband was physically beaten in front of her. Indeed, in her account her pregnancy and 
impending motherhood – inherent signs of her femininity – are the very factors that save her (and 
here note that she uses one specific example of being saved by her pregnancy to imply that she 
was also safe during other episodes of violence). Zee’s identification of her pregnancy (and thus her 
femininity) as insulating her person from violence (when that violence had penetrated into her home 
and her husband was being subject to it in front of her) contrasts with the way both women and men 
spoke about other women’s bodies being the target of rape and sexual violence during the war. 
Several women in George Brook described how the rebels were raping or “calling for” girls,17 and 
indeed this prompted some of them to run and seek safer hiding places. As an act of gendered 
violation understood to have been perpetrated widely during the war, rape could thus be explicitly 
labelled and described as an ever-present threat if one had avoided it, or if one could construe it as 
a generalised threat to others. Only two women alluded to personal experiences of sexual violence 
during interviews, and both expressed them as domestic arrangements. Female NGO staff I 
interviewed often defined women’s experiences of war through the high levels of wartime rape and 
sexual violence; with one recounting the widespread belief that the rebels were slashing the 
stomachs of pregnant women to discover the sex of the child (see Coulter 2009: 53-54). Dominant 
portrayals of war violence thus highlighted how female sexual and reproductive capacities rendered 
women vulnerable to rebel attack and bodily incursion. In contrast, Zee herself highlighted how her 
pregnancy protected her from violence, and her account ambiguously applies one very specific 
moment of protection to other moments of potential threat.  
 
Hawa was one of the few women who mentioned being beaten herself. During our first interview, 
she told us: 
We suffered during the war. The kamajohs captured me and my father in law and flogged us a lot. They were 
about to kill us, but they did not kill us. 
Her husband was present during our second interview, and when I tried to ask Hawa what had 
happened when the kamajohs captured her, he answered (in English) instead, shifting the focus 
onto his own injury: 
                                                          
17
 Consider also the following quote from a young woman who joined the state factions opposing the RUF as an 
irregular fighter: “At first, when we advanced and saw their [the rebels’] dead bodies, I would feel sorry, but we had to 
kill them...They would kill us first if they had the chance. Rebels kill and split open the bellies of pregnant women. 
Rebels rape any women soldiers they catch...[Government] soldiers raped us sometimes in the forest, but they are 
more careful...The rebels, they all join in” (in Peters and Richards 1998: 191). 
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When the kamajohs came in Freetown, it was 1996-1997, they entered with the ECOMOG. When the 
kamajohs came here they vandalised us. The kamajohs beat me – this is my finger, see. 
He then showed us his finger, which was visibly bent. Few other woman used such strong language 
as Hawa in relation to war violence (“They were about to kill us”). Nonetheless, compared to her 
husband’s account – in which he showed us a physical wartime injury without prompting, and later 
invited us to return so he could tell me more about what occurred during the war – Hawa’s 
description (as with all the women we interviewed) avoids such concrete details, particularly at the 
level of bodily injuries.  
 
Berghs (2011: 1400) writes that the rape of women targets “a community’s reproductive capacity on 
the symbolic site of the female body”. As noted above, I would add that such bodily violence also 
has the capacity to mobilise powerful and potentially destabilising forces. Women’s sexual 
capacities – crucial for social reproduction – make them particularly vulnerable to the incursion of 
outside forces, for reproduction requires potent forces and substances to cross female bodily 
thresholds (and as outsiders necessary for the reproductive of the patrilineage, women are already 
potential mediums for external forces) (see chapter two). Furthermore, I have discussed the 
ambivalence with which many Sierra Leoneans (including the women we interviewed at George 
Brook) view the verbalisation of violent experiences, since verbalisation could reactivate those very 
violent forces (see Berghs 2011 and 2011b; Coulter 2009; and Shaw 2007 and 2007b). Such forces 
have to be carefully managed in stories through strategies of concealment and ambiguity. I am not 
arguing that most of our female informants in George Brook experienced sexual or physical violence 
during the war which they are concealing in their stories. Indeed, given the prolonged and often low-
intensity nature of the insurgency, I have stressed that women experienced diverse levels of 
violence and threats of violence during the war, often more determined by factors such as 
residential circumstances rather than gender. However, I am arguing that because the act of 
recounting violence risks (re)activating the destructive forces (in the case of war) that were 
mobilised via the acts of violence themselves, women were careful to avoid representing their 
sexual and reproductive capacities as potential targets or points of threat in their verbal accounts. 
Their bodies, in their accounts, were sufficiently ‘closed’ to and protected from violent incursions, for 
such bodily and narrative containment on the verbal register helps to contain destabilising forces on 
the social and personal registers. Michael Jackson suggests that storytelling reworks the meaning 
of events and recalibrates one’s position of power in both a social and existential sense, 
symbolically restructuring experience at a ‘protolinguistic’ level, as the narrator becomes the actor 
(at the very basic level, engaged in the act of narrating) rather than the acted upon (Jackson 2006: 
11 and 14-15). Since one cannot control the (past) event itself, strategies of concealment and 
silence can be integral to controlling the meaning of what has happened, through both interpsychic 
dialogue with one’s imagination and intersubjective dialogue with others (ibid: 14-15). Strategies of 
47 
 
concealment thus allow a narrator to recount events without reliving their potentially disempowering 
(or dangerous) effects. Berghs (2011b: 258) writes that some of her informants acknowledged the 
psychological difficulties in recounting and thus reliving their wartime experiences. Socially and 
intersubjectively speaking, such recounting might also reactivate the negative forces associated 
with experiences of war violence. As I hope to have to shown in chapter one, I encountered this 
aesthetic in George Brook most strongly through the highly gendered caution and suspicion directed 
towards me, together with women’s careful containment of ‘war stories’. The words of one of 
Berghs’ informants, Adama, demonstrate how verbalising her experience of wartime rape and 
impairment did in fact have concrete negative effects for her current attempts to establish 
relationships with men: 
I have this problem. I cannot be fortunate. As soon as I meet up with a man and they realise [that she had 
been raped], they are gone. They will forget about you. (In Berghs 2011: 1409, my explanation in brackets) 
 
Hawa’s story is instructive here. When we first interviewed her, Hawa described how she ran away 
from her village to Freetown with her baby daughter when she found out the rebels had entered her 
village. She repeatedly stated that she was by herself and nobody else from the village 
accompanied her, as her husband was away working in the next village. During the second 
interview, after I asked if her husband’s family supported her leaving the village alone, she clarified 
that his younger brother had “collected” her and taken her Freetown. Her husband, as I have noted, 
later joined us, and provided a much more detailed and largely unprompted account of what 
occurred, including the following explanation: 
This is my second daughter...When she was about 2 months old, the rebels came in our village. We took this 
girl and put her in a pan [woven basket] like this to hide her. I was working in another village. By the time the 
rebels came, I was not in the village, only my little brother...He was the one who went to carry the baby to 
Freetown. When I came in the evening, one boy said, “Oh Abdul, one boy came here to carry your wife to 
Freetown”. I said, “Oh, he’s my younger brother. Oh, it’s good”. 
Although Hawa’s story is not one of direct threat of violence from the rebels (since it is in part a story 
of having escaped from them), it was initially important for her to recount her story in a way that 
avoided any possible implication of sexual transgression with her brother-in-law. Abdul’s account 
indicates that there were some people, at least, who alluded to such transgressions at a time when 
husband and wife were already separated. While Hawa herself attempted to preclude such 
implications by carefully containing her narrative – and only in response to a specific type of 
question did an alternative version emerge – Abdul more readily verbalised the story by naming 
specific people and interactions. The contrast between Hawa’s circumspect accounts of her wartime 
experiences and her husbands’ much lengthier account illustrates well the noticeable gendered 
differences I encountered in discussions about the war.  
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Initially, I thought the ease with which I could speak to Abdul (and other men I met outside George 
Brook) reflected the fact that they spoke English. However, after a few weeks in Freetown I noticed 
this dynamic with men who spoke only Krio; for example, as I have noted earlier, when discussing 
the presumed purpose of my research. Let us return to the story of Khadija, who Jennifer and I had 
first interviewed in the presence of several of her children, but whose husband, Ibrahim, was 
present during our second interview. Both Khadija and Ibrahim spoke Krio (and their mother-tongue 
Susu), and at the end of the second interview she explained that she had been scared of my 
questions earlier (see chapter one). Ibrahim’s understanding – or perhaps more accurately, 
publically-communicated acceptance – of my research seemed to relieve some of her doubts. In the 
first interview, Khadija spoke only very briefly about the war, stating that Ibrahim was working so 
“things were not difficult”. While his aunt sought refuge with them from the provinces, she said she 
did not notice any widespread increase in the population of Freetown during the war (contrasting 
with the accounts of most people we interviewed). However, when I asked if she was afraid of 
anything at the time, she emphatically responded “Guns!”, provoking her adult children, who had 
been listening intently to our conversation, to laugh at both the naivety of the question and the 
obviousness of the response. Although nobody in the family was wounded, their compound had 
been destroyed by bombing and fire.  
 
Khadija was one of the first women we interviewed, and in these early stages many of my questions 
(for instance, about economic hardship) were based on the assumption that war was experienced 
as a major disruption that nonetheless had continuous effects in everyday relationships (hence my 
original tactic of investigating changing kin configurations). I have argued that such an implication of 
disruption, when reduced to the personal or bodily level, can have further disruptive potential when 
verbalised by women in particular. Women had various strategies for dealing with such implications 
of disruption and continuity. Khadija, for instance, initially denied any suggestion of disruption, and 
on the question of fear provided an answer so obvious it hardly (from her own perspective and that 
of her family) needed to be stated. The few women (such as Marion and Cynthia) who dramatised 
the war also generalised their experiences, and in the public context of those interviews they 
expressed the continuities of war violence in terms of current economic suffering and their postwar 
position as dependents to assert a moral claim to the institutional patronage I represented (see 
Berghs 2011: 1408 and 1412). Berghs’ informant Adama, cited above, articulates how verbalising 
experiences of sexual violence during the war disrupts her present-day domestic relationships (ibid: 
1409). In George Brook, I found that most women spoke about their wartime and domestic 
experiences as two very different orders of experience, which were not linked in their accounts in 
any self-evident way. The differences in the two types of experience were most evident in the way 
women spoke about them. On the one hand, wartime stories – some more liberally engaging with 
humanitarian discourses of victimhood and suffering than others – could be used draw me into a 
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patrimonial relationship, although their disruptive and dangerous potentials had to be carefully 
contained. On the other hand, stories of both past and present domestic troubles, although 
reflecting women’s economic dependency on men, were not used to claim any form of dependency 
in relation to me – to the contrary, I argue in chapter four that domestic troubles are more ‘sayable’ 
because they allow women to manage and rework experiences through an agentive, rather than 
passive or ‘victimising’, mode. From Adama’s story we can understand why women in George Brook 
would maintain a strict separation between the two types of experience, since verbalising wartime 
violence using a personalised or bodily idiom could indeed disrupt one’s current domestic 
relationships (depending of course, on the nature of the experience being recounted); and more 
generally mark you as a woman who is unable to verbally (and sexually) insulate personal 
relationships from disruptive external forces. Men, by contrast, operated under a different set of 
social expectations regarding revelation and concealment of war stories, for they were less subject 
to patrimonial discourses questioning their capacity to withhold secrets.  
 
Compare Khadija’s concise account to the lengthier account of her husband Ibrahim, again largely 
unprompted, in which he more readily included specific details. Recall that Khadija had denied 
experiencing any economic or personal hardship or wartime disruption in our first interview. With her 
husband present, the two of them together told a very different story, explaining that they became 
separated during the war because Ibrahim worked on the other side of Freetown. Due to restrictions 
on mobility he had to leave Khadija and the children to live by themselves. He added (in Krio), “It 
was a difficult time”, thus at least acknowledging the hardships of marital and economic disruption. 
He then recounted one incident when his own body was under threat of violent attack: 
When I was in Maggie Town, I asked my boss to lend me some money, to go and give to my wife. When I was 
coming to her, I met the kamajohs. Everyone was cutting off arms, with knives, guns. Then the kamajohs saw 
me and stopped me. “Where are you going, who are you?... Are you a soldier?” I said, “No I am not a soldier”. 
They said, “You look like a soldier”. I again said, “No, I am not a soldier”. So they said, “Ok, you can sit down 
there”. They asked if I fathered a soldier, and I said, “No, I have not fathered a soldier”.  While I was sitting 
down, a Mende woman was passing by. I knew the woman, because she usually met me where I was 
working... She explained to the kamajohs, because they were also Mende. They were about to kill me, they 
had already sharpened their knives to kill me. And the woman said, “No, this man is not a soldier, please don’t 
kill him. He is a good man”. The kamajohs said, “You are lucky”. And I was free to go to my wife.  
Ibraham also described the bombing of Freetown as a “scary, fearful” time. Unlike Khadija’s mono-
syllabled, amused explanation in our first interview, he spoke seriously and without trying to 
(publically) evade the issue at hand by, for instance, constructing it as too obvious to be stated.  
 
In relation to war violence then, men were not socially expected to display caution in the same way 
women were. Nonetheless, men also carefully contained their verbal accounts. Indeed, outside of 
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George Brook, it was usually men who spoke to me about the importance of secrecy to bodily 
integrity and household security. One male NGO worker, for instance, provided me with a rather 
lengthy account of his wartime and postwar experiences (in English), partially cited below: 
I left for Liberia, because the civil war was coming. By then Charles Taylor was in power in Liberia. So it was 
like running from the frying pan into the fire. Running away from war in Sierra Leone, meeting another war in 
Liberia...I should have become an ex-fighter. I was ready to join Charles Taylor to fight...Because by then, 
they were recruiting boys. I was so disgruntled because of what the rebels were doing to me. Small boys 
saying, “You on the ground!”. And I thought, I myself [am] going to join. But my father advised me, don’t 
join...And I decided not to join any rebel faction until the end of the war. 
...Well what actually motivated me, when I came from Liberia in 2004, there was no job for me to go. Rather 
than sitting in the ghetto, smoking marijuana, talking politics, politics, politics. “The government is not good, 
we don’t like the government”. Always they talk politics the youth. And then I say, this is bullshit. I have to go 
out and do something for myself. That is how I am fully employed now by my own organisation – self-
employed. 
Despite the seeming ‘openness’ of his wartime narrative, he would repeatedly stress the importance 
of secrecy in daily life and the corresponding dangers of relationships with women. On the first 
point, he described how his sister, who had received a lottery visa to the USA, was killed by 
witchcraft because a neighbour became jealous of her success (cf. Shaw 2000: 39-40). Jonathan 
himself was therefore careful to conceal his relationships with foreigners to certain friends and 
acquaintances. This included sexual relationships with foreign women. Unfortunately he found 
foreign women equally lacking in their moral capacity for secrecy, and he complained several times 
of particular lovers who did not understand (or were offended by) his request to keep the 
relationship secret. By failing to be publically discreet, his former lovers placed him at risk of jealous 
retribution, and he claimed to end such relationships for this reason. He was highly suspicious of 
women in general, doing all his own cooking and cleaning, and rarely accepting meals from women 
who were not lovers.  
 
Some male friends described how they would always carry a hidden weapon (usually a knife) with 
them when going out, while consciously making sure they did not look outwardly ‘threatening’, to 
avoid arousing suspicion. I initially found this rather amusing as their caution contrasted with my 
own impression of central Freetown as relatively safe, since late-night displays of drunken male 
aggression were much less ‘visible’ than I was accustomed to in my own hometown of Sydney. The 
point however was to arm oneself against less visible forms of violence, and to ensure one’s own 
weapons were invisible on the body, for anybody else who appeared non-threatening could in fact 
be concealing weapons or dangerous intentions. The concern to protect the self through covert 
strategies extended into the ritual realm, and both women and men spoke to me about the high 
levels of witchcraft and thus personal risk that were present within professional workplaces in 
Freetown, where jobs and promotions were highly coveted. I accompanied one friend and her fiancé 
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on a trip to a diviner to protect him from witchcraft in his workplace. He worked as an accountant at 
an INGO, and had left his previous employer after a number of suspicious illnesses. Men in 
particular did not seem to consider bodily protection through physical weapons and ritual protection 
through divination practices to belong to two separate ‘realms’, and the language of personal 
security and military alertness pervaded conversations about both. On the topic of secrecy about 
male experiences of violence, I was reminded by different and predominantly female NGO staff and 
activists that although initiation violence is equally traumatic for men, exposing the secrets of men’s 
societies (commonly called Poro) in the public domain is even more taboo than exposing the 
secrets of Bondo; and similarly that sexual violence against men committed during the war is hardly 
ever acknowledged in the public domain. While certain forms of violence against women are clearly 
within the realms of the ‘unsayable’ or the ‘secret’ at the personal level; there thus may be forms of 
violence against men that are more deeply secret, that cannot be acknowledged even at a 
generalised level or via a domestic idiom (in contrast to a female story of rape, for instance).  
 
In George Brook, any caution that men felt towards me was similarly hidden; rendered less visible 
through their apparent willingness to talk at length about the war. James was one of our most 
hospitable informants, a fluent English-speaker who had a seemingly-encyclopaedic knowledge of 
Sierra Leonean history (all self-learnt as he had never completed high school), and who lent me a 
copy of Aminatta Forna Conteh’s celebrated memoir The Devil that Danced on the Water. He 
provided a detailed account of the history of the war, and of the various individuals, fighting factions 
and mercenary groups involved. At one stage Jennifer was so impressed by his knowledge that she 
recorded him on her personal phone. No woman dared to be so verbose. In over seven hours of 
interviews and additional hours of informal conversation however, James barely mentioned personal 
experiences of wartime violence in Freetown, preferring instead to express his opinions about the 
“senseless war” through an educative, third-person register. The fact that male strategies of 
concealment appeared ‘less visible’ speaks to men’s presumed superior capacity for secrecy. Men 
who are outwardly ‘open’ are understood to have the capacity to be inwardly more careful. Women’s 
capacity for secrecy however, is more ambiguous and thus subject to greater ritual and social (and 
ultimately personal) control. If women are supposedly less adept at hiding their inner intentions, 
their outer demeanour too must reflect their verbal (and sexual) containment or ‘closure’.  
 
Some younger women were keen to be interviewed and insisted they could remember their wartime 
experiences despite being children at the time. They were more likely to describe specific incidents, 
and in one case (Admaya) the threat of personal violence was explicated, although in others a 
sense of fear and threat fell to the background as the experience was recounted as a form of play. I 
cite them here as examples of some of the least general accounts we recorded. Admaya spoke in a 
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sombre tone as she explained what she saw during the war, moving from general descriptions to a 
specific moment of threat (when she ultimately avoided danger): 
Yes I remember what happened during the war. They killed so many people. They killed people in front of me. 
Our house was bombed...We went to another house secretly. So many things happened. They cut hands. 
Take money and properties forcefully from people. By then we wanted to leave this country, because of what 
happened to us, it was almost death... The only thing that saved us then was our mother. That time, second 
world war, at that particular point in time I was outside while the kamajohs were fighting. I was put outside by 
my mother to go to the toilet, and one of the kamajohs came, he wanted to took me away, and when they saw 
my mum, they decided to leave us...they did nothing to us. (20 years old, speaking English) 
Sia, one of the most talkative women we interviewed, described hiding underground with her family 
after seeing a truck full of dead bodies: 
They were digging a toilet at my aunt’s place. So we used a ladder... and went down the hole. That’s where 
we were hiding... six of us in the hole, including the children. My aunt’s husband took a board and covered the 
hole. We heard the rebels going past, and we could even see them – although we were covered, we could 
see them...I was nursing the smallest child. She was more used to me than her mama. She was playing with 
my nipple and she was comforted, so she didn’t cry, she wasn’t scared. (27 years old, speaking Krio) 
Frances described being ‘masked’ and hidden from the rebels by her mother with some delight: 
I was young but I remember the war. The gunshots came, and the rebels were looking for young girls. So my 
mama took me, ground charcoal, and painted my face black, like a grandmother. They kept me under the bed, 
so that the rebels could not see me. (22 years old, speaking Krio) 
Like Sia and Frances, Magdalene approached us to be interviewed. Her account is relatively 
specific in terms of surviving the war (for instance by naming the amount of time she spent in the 
camp), and this affirmative aspect of her story is facilitated by her more ambiguous treatment of the 
specific acts that killed her uncle and his family, which prompted the rest of her family to flee their 
home: 
Yes I was a small girl inside the war. But I understand two or three things. I was living with my grandmother. 
When the rebels attacked Freetown, we ran away, and went to live in the place called Red Cross at 
Brookfields. They killed my uncle, his wife, their children... But we, thank God we survived...They supplied us 
with bolgo, that’s how we survived. We stayed there for one week, and then we went to the other side. The 
camp was too choked, too many people coming...Even the UN fighters, they bombed the camp... Later we 
went back to our house. Before leaving, we had hidden our property under the sand. So we were not looted. 
But the house was messy – all things were scattered. (23 years old, speaking Krio) 
 
Most older women however, recounted experiences of hiding from, fleeing, or avoiding violence 
during the war in much more general terms. Fanta for instance was an older widow in her sixties. 
She was a theatrical storyteller and amused both Jennifer and other women present during our first 
interview by demonstrating how everybody was crouching down and shielding themselves from 
bombing in Freetown. She took pleasure in her performance, and I believe that her drama was more 
of a storytelling technique, for she downplayed her own ‘suffering’ – insisting she had not suffered 
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because she had stocked food in preparation for the war. Agnes, another widow in her sixties, also 
showed her experiences during the war rather than verbalising them, demonstrating how she hid 
behind doorways to avoid gunfire and bombing; and comically impersonating her alcoholic husband, 
who was intoxicated when the rebels came to their home, sitting in the middle of his room 
stubbornly refusing to move until they left. She added: 
During the war, they flogged my landlord. They beat him until he urinated blood...We were the ones who went 
into the bush, to collect some leaves and help him. 
Both Fanta and Agnes performed the drama of war, with a touch of humour that entertained 
everybody present. Yet, as with most of the women we interviewed, they relayed their personal 
experiences through a generalised and theatrical idiom which allowed them to avoid dwelling on 
specific incidents and details; except, in Agnes’s case, when those specific incidents related to her 
husband and her male landlord.  
 
I close this chapter with the story of Regina, a 45-year-old Mende woman who was living near 
Kenema for most of the war. Fighting in this region was particularly prolonged, and the rebels 
entered her village multiple times, forcing residents to flee into their surrounding farms and bush. 
Regina lost five of her seven children during the war, since there were no medicines available while 
they were hiding. The following are edited excerpts from her story: 
The war met us in Kandu Legbeyama. We were there, and we had nothing to eat. All we could do was go into 
the bush, and dig yams for food.  
...During the war we suffered a lot. Even my husband has not been well since then. 
... The rebels took our things in violence. Even our food, they stole everything in our hands. When they shot 
guns, we ran underground. When they started to burn houses, everybody was running underground.  
... When we were cooking during the war, and the rebels were firing their guns, everybody left their food in the 
pots, and ran into the bush. We went into the bush and found bananas, which we turned into pap [rice and 
banana pudding] for the children to survive.  
...I am suffering even now. My son has nothing to give me. I have nothing.  
As can be seen from the last line, Regina was one of the few women to explicitly verbalise a direct 
continuity between her wartime suffering and her present suffering, most particularly through the 
concrete fact of her husband’s illness, for she later explained that he been suffering from high blood 
pressure since the war. During our second interview, she described how he has in fact been 
mentally disturbed since then and unable to earn a living. Regina’s co-wife divorced him, and 
Regina herself came to Freetown to stay with her son, although she insisted that they would bring 
her husband to Freetown once they had saved enough money. Aside from her husband’s illness 
and the death of her children – factors which contributed greatly to her present suffering – her story, 
as with most other women we interviewed, consists of generalised descriptions and avoids specific 
details. In the following chapter, I use the contrast between women’s scripted accounts of war 
violence and relatively more specific accounts of domestic conflict to argue that certain types of 
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violence are more ‘sayable’ than others, because they reaffirm patrimonial constructions of moral 
womanhood (cf. Das 2007). 
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CHAPTER FOUR Urban Femininities in George Brook 
 
Aisha’s Story 
 
When we first met Aisha (aged 26 and born in Freetown), Jennifer and I had been working together 
for nearly a month. By this stage I felt increasingly comfortable simply explaining the research 
before asking women (particularly younger women who married either during or after the war) to talk 
about their lives before the war. In response, most women spoke briefly for two to five minutes, 
summarising their lives leading up to and during the war, before asking me for specific questions. In 
so far that she also gave a brief introductory story, Aisha was no exception to this. Her story is 
unique, however, because she lingered on a tale of heartache which initially relegated her wartime 
experiences to the background: 
I was with my mother, and my mother took me upland to Fadugu [in Koinadugu District] during the war. That is 
where the war met me...I was having a man [boyfriend], and I had a child to him. My big problem, is that my 
man, the man who I grew up with, maltreated me. He is the man who I had two children with. He was treating 
me bad, they even wanted to kill me for that man. When the man left me, he was lost, I had no idea where he 
was. I used to pay little children to go and find him. I even had a song, which I always loved to sing for him, 
calling him to me.  
After politely asking if I would like to hear the song (prompting Jennifer to smile with good humour), 
Aisha sang for us. The song started with the following lines: 
They have taken him, 
They have taken Luse away from me. 
She added, “I sing this song for my fiancé and cry all the time”.  
 
She then declared this to be the end of her story. Having heard our rather broad introductory 
explanation about “women’s lives in George Brook, before, during and after the war”, “how you live 
here with your man” and “what happened during the war”, Aisha chose to express her experience of 
conflict (her “big problem”) through a rather intimate idiom. While she states that her former fiancé 
mistreated her, her story and song in fact allude more strongly to conflict with others over him (“they 
even wanted to kill me for that man”, “They have taken Luse away from me”). After asking a few 
questions about her childhood years, I turned to the topic of war, again starting with a broad 
question. While she had skipped over her war experiences at the start of the interview to tell us 
about her problems with her former lover, this time she spoke relatively openly about the war: 
During the war was the time I was introduced to the Bondo Society. And we were in the bush when the rebels 
came there and they took me along, because I was the only one who knew how to talk Krio. And the rebels 
took me along to go and show them the place. ... The rebels would tell me that, “We are not going to kill 
anybody by shooting guns, or by hitting anybody. We are going to kill you by stealing your food, your clothes”. 
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Even the young girls, when they met them, they raped them. So they said, “This is the way we used to kill 
somebody”. ... We walked from village to village. ... We even went to the village where my mother was 
staying, and they flogged my mother and my stepfather. They took me to Kamakwie [a town in a neighbouring 
district]. So that is my story. 
The rebels had taken Aisha from the Bondo bush and held her for one week before releasing her. 
Given the original focus of my research on women’s accounts of war, I was much more fascinated 
by Aisha’s wartime story than her introductory one. As discussed in chapter two, initiation into the 
Bondo society – the most common name used in George Brook for the various female secret 
societies found across Sierra Leone – involves the contentious practice of clitoridectomy. During 
initiation, girls are taken out of normal social life and placed in the Bondo bush for a period of time 
ranging from a few weeks to a few months. Several anthropologists  have noted the metaphorical 
and structural analogies between the initiation and the rebel ‘bush’ [Coulter (2009: 100), Ferme 
(2001: 222-223), Hoffman (2011: 76-83), Richards (1996: 81) and Shepler (2004)]. Indeed in 
chapter two I identify both initiation and wartime abduction and bodily violence as modes of 
mobilising power through a ‘wealth in people’ logic. Having been abducted by the rebels from the 
Bondo bush, to me Aisha’s story represented an ethnographically-tantalising case study to explore 
the themes of secrecy, femininity and violence. 
 
Encouraged by her willingness to share her personal story and feelings without any prompting, I 
returned to Aisha several times for a second interview, only to find her constantly busy or absent. By 
the morning she finally had some free time, Aisha had realised that her story was ‘valuable’ to me. 
To my amusement and annoyance, she told me she would not have the “energy” to speak unless I 
gave her 5000Le for a packet of biscuits. After agreeing to buy a more modest packet for 2000Le, 
we started the interview.18 However, this time when I turned to the topic of her brief week-long 
abduction she gave disinterested responses. Aisha’s role for that week had been to show the rebels 
the rice fields, and places where they could find boys and girls who could work for them. When I 
asked how she felt about this, she replied quietly but with expression (her one moment of 
engagement while we discussed this topic):  
I didn’t feel fine. Because when they went to a village, they would meet a young girl. Either they would rape 
her or they would flog her. Or they would meet a young boy. Either they would ask him to do something or 
they would flog him. 
                                                          
18 To be fair, 5000Le is less than €1, and Aisha could have quite reasonably requested more. As a foreigner who could 
afford to fly to Freetown and support myself without an income for three months, I was clearly much wealthier than 
her. As stated earlier, I always clarified that I could not pay for stories, and I generally declined requests for money. On 
this second count, I made an exception for Aisha because she was the only person who asked outright by naming a sum 
which was so small – and which I nonetheless bargained down – I hardly had a good reason to refuse.  
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Immediately noticing that Aisha only spoke about the threat of violence to others, I gently pushed 
her by asking, “Was it a scary time for you?” She responded with a non-committed “Mmm-hmmm” 
without offering any further details. I got the hint and switched topics.  
 
Aisha’s resistance to my attempt to prompt a more personal account of her abduction experience 
contrasts starkly with the highly personal and unprompted story of heartache with which she 
introduced herself during the first interview, and in which she had sidelined her war experiences. 
While she had responded candidly to my later questions about the war during the first interview, she 
was more circumspect when I tried to probe her feelings during the second. And while she identified 
threats to her person during her introductory story (“they almost killed me for that man”), she was 
reluctant to specifically label such a threat to herself in her abduction story. Instead, she expressed 
her negative feelings about the abduction (“I didn’t feel fine”) through the threat of violence towards 
others. The contrast between Aisha’s willingness to share her thwarted love (or neglect) story on the 
one hand; and her reluctance and caution in discussing the more personal and affective dimension 
of her abduction experience on the other; exemplifies a trend that emerged in most of our 
interviews: Specifically, that many women were more comfortable talking about conflict if it could be 
expressed in terms of a domestic or intimate relationship, particularly in the case of violence or 
abuse involving their own persons. In this chapter, I firstly explore the constitution of moral 
womanhood in George Brook through the themes of marriage, motherhood and initiation; and 
secondly consider women’s accounts of domestic conflict. We have seen that verbalisation of 
wartime conflict can undermine women’s morality. In the conclusion (chapter five), I draw on the 
work of Veena Das (2007; 2008) to argue that domestic conflict is more within the realm of the 
‘sayable’ because its verbalisation can reaffirm one’s status as a moral woman.  
 
The Constitution of Moral Femininity in George Brook: Marriage, Motherhood 
and Initiation 
 
Being in a relationship with a man (or occasionally multiple male lovers) who could provide daily 
support was an important economic imperative for the women we met in George Brook. Most of our 
informants understood the term ‘marriage’ to refer primarily to co-residence between a woman and 
man. When I asked if women were ‘officially’ married, Jennifer often translated this as, “Are you 
married ‘legal’?”, referring either to an exchange of kola nuts and small amounts of money that 
signified the start of bridewealth transactions,19 or to a marriage in a mosque or church. However, 
                                                          
19
 Ideally, women told me that engagements would be initiated by an exchange of kola nuts and money. For the 
marriage itself, the man customarily offers kalbash to the woman’s family. According to one older Limba woman, 
kalbash contains twelve needles, twelve white kola nuts, twelve red kola nuts, twelve bitter kola nuts, a prayer mat and 
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co-residence most strongly defined unions that women called ‘marriage’, particularly for longer-term 
urban couples, some of whom lived and worked together for several years to jointly raise 
bridewealth money that could be gradually transferred to the wife’s family. Translating from Krio to 
English, Jennifer’s use of the terms ‘man’ and ‘woman’ were synonymous with ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ 
respectively, and only when I asked would she clarify if the couple were “married legal” or “girlfriend-
boyfriend”.20 Legal marriage in this sense was the type of conjugal relationship which conferred the 
most respect, particularly compared to a lover or boyfriend who provided little support for a woman 
or her child (as in Georgina’s case). Nonetheless, such casual relationships were certainly tolerated, 
often out of economic necessity and the hope that they would lead to a more stable, respectable 
union. As we will see below, marriage (in the more ambiguous meaning of the term incorporating 
‘legal marriage’ and forms of co-residence with the intention of legal marriage) is understood to 
ideally ‘protect’ and ‘close’ women from having uncontrolled and multiple sexual relationships with 
men. The language used to describe the respect conferred by marriage varied – most men and 
some women spoke of women’s inclination for sexual excess (that is, taking lovers and becoming 
prostitutes) if they did not marry; while others spoke of single women’s greater vulnerability to male 
advances (thus also taking lovers and becoming prostitutes).  
 
Esther, at 22, was one of our youngest informants and had lost all her natal family as a child. She 
guessed that she has been married to her current husband for seven years: 
When I was with my aunt, I was going to school. But after my aunt passed away, I decided to get married, 
because I didn’t have anyone to take care of me...I have been with the same man the whole time... He saw 
me and said he wants me. 
In the second interview she added:  
I loved one man after the other. I was loving with one boy, and when we disparted, I met with this one. That 
first boy didn’t want to marry me.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                   
money in envelopes (Jennifer guessed that the minimum amount in a Freetown marriage would be about 1 million 
leones, or €200); all tied in one yard of white cloth. The man will also buy cloth and sew suits and slippers for his bride’s 
family. According to Jennifer, on the day of the wedding ceremony, the parents of the man will distribute envelopes of 
money to the woman’s family. “They call the woman, and ask if she knows that man. When she answers, they give her 
the kalbash. As soon as she accepts the kalbash, they are married...If they want to fix the ring they go to the pastor or 
imam the next day”.  
20
 Summarising literature on marriage in Africa, Bledsoe argues that Kpelle marriage can be seen as a continuum or 
process whereby women, as outsiders, are gradually absorbed into their husbands’ patrilineages through ongoing 
bridewealth or brideservice transactions (Bledsoe 1980: 83). She distinguishes between ‘legal marriage’ and other types 
of conjugal unions in which couples live together but are subject to different rights and obligations to those who are 
legally married, although she notes that these latter unions are often perceived as phases in the process of legally 
incorporating a woman into a man’s patrilineage (ibid: 92). In George Brook, younger women and men spoke about the 
financial difficulties of raising bridewealth for a legal marriage, and ‘alternative’ conjugal arrangements were common 
(farm-related brideservice labour was obviously not an option). While I did not systematically explore legal or popular 
definitions of various types of conjugal unions, as Ferme (2013:  63) argues for rural Mende arrangements, the linguistic 
ambiguity in the use of the terms ‘wife/woman’ and ‘man/husband’ allowed our informants to conceal the absence of a 
formal marriage, and served to increase the range of unions defined under the term ‘marriage’ rather than to draw 
sharp distinctions. 
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Given her precarious situation and unstable dependence on others (she was living with friends for 
several years after her aunt passed away), Esther had little choice but to marry the one man who 
agreed to pay brideprice for her.  
 
Aisha, who we have just met, lived with several older members of her mother’s natal family. She 
was to a certain extent economically autonomous, and she took pride in the fact that she was a 
petty trader and supported her child as best she could. When we asked about her economic 
situation, she replied honestly that life was not difficult for her, because she had numerous aunts 
and uncles who she could approach for material support. Although Aisha was one of the few women 
who directly asked me for money, I believe this was more in relation to my status as a foreigner 
asking questions about the war, and she certainly did not view her domestic troubles (or even her 
economic circumstances) as factors which could be used to make ongoing claims to my patronage. 
Despite her relative economic stability however, securing a stable conjugal relationship was 
important to her. During our first interview, perhaps naively trying to rationalise her feelings, I asked 
Aisha why she was sad that her first fiancé left if he had not treated her well. She responded: 
Because I loved him. And the way he loved me... He normally used to go and love my friends. So when I gave 
birth to the child, he did not take the child, he was not responsible. But I loved him. 
In fact, she had two children to him, who both passed away from illness. Bolten (2012: 2) argues 
that the Krio term ‘love’ expresses the “bonds of mutual identification, sacrifice, and need between 
individuals and groups of people”, and conveys an understanding that social personhood and 
emotions are based on material loyalty, reciprocity and interdependence (ibid: 3-7). The emotional 
is thus not divorced from the material and, understandably, many women interpreted economic 
neglect in terms of emotional or moral neglect, often claiming their husbands neglected them 
(materially and emotionally) in favour of co-wives or rival lovers. By insisting that she ‘loved’ her 
former partner, Aisha may be referring to her hopes for establishing a relationship of 
interdependency with him; while also highlighting how his tendency to ‘love’ other women (including 
sharing his material resources) caused him to abandon her and her child. 
 
At the time of our interview, Aisha was in a ‘relationship’ with another man, which seemed equally 
problematic in terms of his refusal to take responsibility for their child (although curiously the state of 
her present relationship did not figure as a ‘problem’ in her introductory story). He worked as a 
teacher and lived outside Freetown, and had not sent anything for the infant since he was four 
months (he is now nearly two years old). Aisha recently threatened to report him to the Family 
Support Unit (FSU) of the Sierra Leone Police Force if he did not provide support, and he had 
promised to visit at the end of the following month. She described him as “no good” because he did 
not treat her well. Yet when I asked if she would marry him if he wanted to, Jennifer smiled at the 
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naivety of the question as Aisha explained, “Yes, because I have given birth to his child”. I later 
asked if it was important for a woman to be married and she replied: 
Yes, because it is a respect for you, with the family. When you marry, you go to the family, and after some 
days, you come to your own people and they will be surprised at you [indicating material possessions with her 
hands]. 
The point here is that once they start the journey to adult personhood – a process that often starts 
once they become mothers themselves – women’s families expected them to become economically 
autonomous, or more accurately alternatively dependent on the fathers of their children. Abdul 
(Hawa’s husband) for instance, described his anger upon discovering his daughter was pregnant 
but unable to convince her lover to take responsibility for their child. While he did not mind raising 
his grandson, he initially drove his daughter away. As the only one of ten surviving siblings who is 
literate and living in Freetown, he felt immense pressure to support his brothers’ families, but in 
relation to his sisters added: 
I cannot say I’m responsible for my sisters’ children, because they are married to other men. I’m not 
responsible, only if I see something going wrong, then I can assist. But I’m responsible for my brothers. Some 
of them have wife, two wives, and they cannot afford [to support them]...Anything, they can ask me. What I 
have, I give. [Speaking in English] 
As with Aisha, who was living with her mother’s family, such sentiments are interesting because 
Abdul and Hawa themselves were living with Abdul’s mother’s brother, to whom they first fled during 
the war. Such comments perhaps refer more to dominant ideological constructions of patrilineal 
unity than to the much more diverse patterns and practices of support, gift-giving and child 
fosterage that exist between kin (or indeed to subdominant ideologies valorising uterine and 
matrilineal connections). Nonetheless, such dominant ideological constructions and expectations 
are communicated to women by their families, and greatly influence their marital and livelihood 
strategies. Ibrahim (Khadija’s husband) for instance, argued that it was a woman’s responsibility to 
persuade her lover to enter into a stable marriage: 
For us in Africa, you the woman have to pressure the man to go and get that money to marry you legally...If 
not, some men don’t have the heart to give money. So only you the woman can pressure the man, so he can 
provide the money to help you. 
Another woman explained this thus: 
Marriage is important. In Africa, if you don’t have the right husband, you start giving birth to children with one 
husband, two husbands, three husbands. Then they will call you a rari girl, a prostitute. For us here, for you as 
a woman, your parents will ask, “Where is your husband?” They want to see man for you. They will try hard to 
see you with your man. If you become pregnant, they will go and call the man, and ask him, “Are you 
responsible?” He will say yes. It is necessary to marry in Africa. 
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Some families were certainly supportive of their daughters when they were in physically abusive 
relationships. One friend, Ruth, recounted to me how her brother came and collected her after 
hearing from neighbours that her former fiancé was physically beating her. She insisted that: 
If a man did not treat me well, ah-hah – I will not marry to...I will go and find another man. That’s what [my 
daughter’s] father did to me. He treated me bad, he came with girlfriend in the house, so I decided to leave 
him when I was with pregnancy. [Speaking in English] 
Nonetheless, she was having significant difficulties with her present fiancé, who had recently beaten 
her so badly (attacking her head with scissors) she had reported him to the FSU, after which he was 
taken into police custody. Negotiating the conditions for the withdrawal of her statement (and thus 
his release) provided her family with some leverage in the broader marriage negotiations. Every 
time we met, she oscillated between being adamant she did not want him, to expressing sentiments 
such as, “If he wants me, I will go with him; if he doesn’t I will leave him. Everything is up to the 
man.” Her changes in sentiment reflected the fluctuations in the negotiations between their two 
families. After reporting him to the FSU, she was living in a one-room hut with her sister’s elderly 
friend, with no source of income and relying on her sister for food. Clearly, this precarious position of 
being completely dependent on others was not sustainable, particularly with a young daughter to 
support. Her fiancé had a well paying job, and given the economic security he represented (and his 
willingness to financially support her family), she eventually returned to him. While their relationship 
seemed to be repairing when I left Freetown, with both families agreeing the marriage would go 
ahead, she recently wrote to me saying he had driven her out of his house, burning all her clothes in 
the process.  
 
For Ruth and many other women we interviewed, the pressure to be economically autonomous from 
their families was closely tied to their responsibility as mothers. While the idioms of initiation and 
marriage were important in constructions of urban femininities in George Brook, the ideal linear 
progression from initiation to (first) marriage to motherhood was difficult to achieve. Willing 
husbands and money for initiation were “not easy” to come by, and for many of our younger 
informants motherhood was the most significant factor in conferring adult personhood. Women such 
as Georgina (see chapter one) did refer to the economic restrictions that children bring (since a 
nursing mother is not able to trade), but even these women welcomed children and, if they did not 
have family in Freetown, they often discussed the option of sending children to live with kin in the 
provinces. While many women either expressed desires for schooling or regretted not having the 
opportunity (some were pulled out of school by their fathers after they became pregnant), they 
certainly did not share the moral outrage towards teenage pregnancy prominently expressed by 
gender activists and NGOs. People would constantly ask me if I had “born a pikin (child)”. Even girls 
as young as five years old, when they discovered I was indeed female (a fact which was not always 
clear to them since I always wore loose trousers and had unbraided hair), would ask this question. 
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Women, children and men would inevitably express surprise that I was in my late twenties and did 
not yet have a child. When Jennifer’s cousin Musu, who lives in George Brook, once asked me if I 
wanted a child, I replied that even if I wanted one, I would first have to discuss it with my partner – 
since it was not a decision I could make on my own. This landed me a considerable amount of 
sympathy from the four women present for having to “bear” the “white man’s system” of consulting 
with a husband before having a child. Here in Sierra Leone, Jennifer explained: 
You just have the baby, you don’t consult the man. If he doesn’t want a pikin, well that’s too bad for 
him...Some people plan. Maybe they decide they want three pikin, and they plan themselves together. But 
that is mainly the educated people. Some women, they will born pikin every year if they can.
21
 
We interviewed a few older women who regretfully told us that they were never able to give birth. All 
of them were “given” children by their sisters or the husbands’ sisters. As Jennifer would often put it, 
“They give her children because they have pity on her. They know her situation”.  
 
Since motherhood confers adult personhood, it requires a woman to be economically responsible 
for her children and autonomous from her natal family. Economic autonomy from one’s natal family 
could be achieved by making oneself alternatively dependent on a man through conjugal and sexual 
relationships; but even within marriages several of our informants stressed that it was important for 
a woman to have her own source of income. Certainly this is consistent with the gerontocratic moral 
order of the wealth in people system, since female economic autonomy allows men to have multiple 
wives. Almost everybody stated that a good woman is able to “look after” her children and her 
house, and many people related such constructions of feminine morality directly to economy, 
through “hard work” and “selling” (petty trading). When I asked Victoria, for instance, to describe 
what makes a “good woman”, she replied: 
She does not go to any neighbours for help, she does not go and cause problems. Early morning she gets up 
and goes to the market to do her business. 
Similarly Frances, who we met briefly in chapter three, described herself as a “good wife” because: 
I am honest. I don’t rely on her husband. I do my own trading, take care of the home. 
Juliana, who is currently supporting her entire family through petty trading because her husband is 
too ill to work, stressed that: 
A good woman has to be hard working. There were two wives in my marriage, but when the man stopped 
working and had no money, my mate [co-wife] decided to leave... She even left her children here, so I raised 
my own children and my mate’s children. 
Fanta, one of our theatrical storytellers from chapter three whose only source of income was street 
sweeping in return for donations, described for us her ideal daughter-in-law: 
                                                          
21
Jennifer then produced a packet of contraceptive pills and explained how women use the pill to “fertilise the womb” 
and thus have more babies. She described how taking the pill once a day prevents pregnancy; but taking it every second 
day lines the womb and increases a woman’s chances of falling pregnant (that is, compared to her chances if she was 
not taking the pill at all).  
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She would treat me well, buy me a bag of rice, buy me something to eat, and count money and give it to me. 
That would make her a good woman. For now, the fast month is near [Ramadan], so if I had a daughter-in-
law, I would expect her to buy milk, bolgo, sugar – everything for me. 
Zenab was one of the few women who expressed a desire to remain unmarried. Aged between 60 
and 70, she had been married to a man (now deceased) who had neglected her in favour of his 
second wife, and was now a successful petty trader (in the sense that she made sufficient money to 
support herself). She told us: 
For me now, some men want to marry to me because I am hardworking. But when the person comes to my 
house, I am the one who will provide everything for the man. So instead, I will sit down without a man... They 
only want to come and eat my hard work. 
As these accounts show (and they are representative of several similar conversations in George 
Brook), women expressed their own value and the value of other female kin in terms of both their 
productive and reproductive labour; since productive labour (petty trading) is directly related to 
raising children and their reproductive status as mothers. A ‘good woman’, we will see below, is also 
one who is married and who effectively keeps ‘secrets’ – thus her sexuality and supposed verbosity 
are socially contained. Given that most of our informants were from rural areas, this certainly 
parallels the wealth in people logic outlined in chapter two. Nonetheless, with the absence of 
farming and given women’s marginal position in the cash economy (our informants simply did not 
have the opportunity to earn large amounts of cash), female labour was not as valued as it may 
have been in the provinces. Despite this, many women in George Brook did perceive themselves to 
be economically valuable members of their family, particularly because they facilitate bridewealth 
transactions through marriage. During our second interview with Juliana, she asked me how 
marriage was arranged in my own family. As my parents are from Nepal, I briefly described the 
dowry system. Both Juliana and Jennifer were rather shocked by this ‘inverted’ flow of gifts, as well 
as by my descriptions of the notably more subordinate position of women in Nepal compared to 
Freetown, which is partially premised on the ideological (although not necessarily emotional) de-
valuing of daughters. “In Africa”, Jennifer countered, “a daughter is profitable...She brings in money 
through her husband...When we have a daughter we are happy because she will help”. Juliana’s 22 
year old daughter, who herself had recently given birth to a daughter, agreed, describing how her 
husband (co-resident boyfriend) sometimes gives her money, which she then hands to her mother. 
Indeed, earlier in the interview, Juliana, who is the sole-income earner in her family, had identified 
her daughter as the only person who helps her when she is in financial trouble.  
 
A number of women told me that female initiation was commonly practiced in George Brook, by both 
rural migrant and urban families. Except for one attempt, I did not explicitly discuss initiation, since 
the practice is firmly understood to be in the realm of the ‘secret’. Yet many women implicitly made 
references to the time of their own initiation. Aisha for instance was unable to complete her initiation 
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because her ceremony (which was supposed to have lasted three months) had been disrupted by 
the rebels. By the time her village had organised another ceremony in the following years, Aisha 
was pregnant and could not participate. It was important for her to one day complete the ceremony, 
for a woman who starts but does not complete it cannot be buried with proper funeral rites (because 
nobody can carry her body). Effie, whose story I discuss below, had been initiated in the provinces 
and converted to Christianity after she moved to Freetown. Since her pastor preached against 
Bondo, she claimed that she would never have joined the society if she had become Christian 
earlier. When I asked if she would initiate her young daughter into Bondo however, she replied: 
Me, I don’t want to let her go, but her granny [Effie’s mother] said for her to go. 
By drawing on her own mother’s authority, she avoided directly stating that she does not want her 
daughter to be initiated. Effie was the only woman I tried to question directly about initiation. While 
she was happy to be questioned, she explained: 
They tell you a lot of things, but they tell you not to tell anybody. 
Jennifer, who had been initiated herself in her natal village when she was 13, added: 
It is secret. They tell you, “If you tell somebody what you learn, you will be sick”. You have to take an oath: “If I 
reveal the secret, let me be cursed, let me be sick”. But as for me, I am a Christian, so I don’t believe in that 
secret. I can tell you.  
I later formally interviewed Jennifer, and she described the Bondo bush as thus: 
Inside the Bondo bush, like for you the woman. The sowehs...the women that join you to Bondo...so they do 
something like...they cut a part in your body...so...and then, you will be there until the cut is well, and then they 
fix a date for you to come out. 
...They train up children there. When you go there, they train you how to live, how to be with your elders, how 
to live with another person, for you to become a good girl. 
Jennifer took a very different stance to the one she had taken during our interview with Effie, again 
highlighting the dangers (cursing and illness) that can befall women who betray Bondo secrets. 
Despite being a committed Christian and admitting that her Church preaches against the “evils” of 
the ceremony, she insisted she would initiate her daughter at the appropriate age: 
Because it’s our custom...So if I join the Bondo, [my daughter] too will join the Bondo. 
... Because if you are matured enough and did not go into the Bondo society, your colleagues will laugh at 
you. So if you go there and come out, you will be happy. 
Jennifer’s own father had been a Reverend with the Wesleyan Church for several decades, and it 
was only at her mother’s insistence that Jennifer and her sister were initiated.  
 
Khadija and Ibrahim, who raised their children in Freetown, also spoke about the importance of 
initiating their daughters, and informed me that the practice is widespread in George Brook. 
Interestingly, the issue came up when I asked them about who they can approach for help when 
experiencing financial trouble. Khadija replied that she does not ask others for help: 
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After I have asked them, while I am sitting at home, they will start talking about me. That’s why I would rather 
sit down and continue my work, and not bother anybody.  
Ibrahim added: 
In Africa, we like backbiting. This is the reason why she does not go to anybody for help...When Khadija 
wanted to join our daughters to Bondo...her friend said she would help them out, but in the end she did not, 
we could not rely on her.  
The general impression that others engage in ‘backbiting’ was one I heard repeatedly in George 
Brook, and was often used to justify the need for feminine discretion. I would always ask women if 
they had any neighbours or family members who they could turn to for material support if needed. 
Often women would respond that they have nobody, and to contextualise their responses, Jennifer 
added on several occasions:  
I told you...we in Africa...if you have a misunderstanding with your fiancé, you settle for yourself. Because if 
you go to another side, people backbite you. 
Again, the idea that women’s words can be dangerous is here expressed in concrete terms, for 
revealing one’s troubles can in turn invite dangerous words and interference from others. Dominant 
ideology thus required women to keep silent about their domestic troubles. 
 
As Coulter (2005) observes for her rural Kuranko informants, male initiation into secret societies 
was not as prevalent in George Brook as female initiation. Coulter (ibid: 439) suggests that the 
female initiation ritual, being directly related to marriage, is more explicitly about social renewal than 
male initiation. She attributes the relative decline of male initiation to men’s uptake of Wahabiyya 
Islam (ibid: 437). While male initiation into secret societies such as Poro may be declining, as 
discussed in chapter two the logic of initiation as a step towards adult male personhood, in which 
power is generated by mobilising the productive, sexual and reproductive labour of oneself and of 
(sometimes dependent) others, was at play during the war, in direct or inverted forms. Richards 
(2006: 660), writing of the sacrificial logic of initiation, argues that the peace deal negotiated with 
combatants which officially ended the war was successful partly because DDR promised (often 
falsely, as it turned out) initiation into vocational skills. As with initiation into Poro, here personal 
sacrifice (handing over a gun) was understood to generate social acceptance by allowing ex-
combatants to perform socially-useful work (ibid: 654 and 660). More broadly, the regenerative 
aspects of male power that allow men to build up dependents and acquire adult personhood can 
increasingly be cultivated via personal sacrifice in the economic realm. Participating in the cash 
economy is potentially a much more direct way of generating wealth and power – compared, that is, 
to submitting to elder male patrons – although several young people in George Brook noted that 
gaining employment also requires patronage. In chapter one I discussed how several urban men I 
met viewed relationships with women as inhibiting rather than facilitating their journey towards adult 
personhood in the short term, although in the long term their vision of complete adulthood did 
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involve having a family and being able to “help” their own families (that is, acquiring multiple 
dependents through their own and their future wives’ productive and reproductive labour).  
 
By contrast, for the women in George Brook, motherhood is the primary mode of cultivating 
dependents, and any woman without children of her own was considered especially misfortunate for 
she would have nobody to look after her in old age (although all childless women we met had 
adopted children). Given the importance of reproductive labour to women themselves, it is perhaps 
not surprising that the ritual mobilisation and circumscription of female regenerative power via 
initiation continues to be a key factor in the (re)constitution of both feminine selves and social bonds 
more broadly through marriage.22 The following quote from Coulter (2005: 436) can be just as 
equally applied to George Brook: 
young women (and men I am sure) are...taught to endure pain, keep it hidden, inside, not to reveal any 
emotions. This is especially so in certain contexts like initiation and child birth. They suffer I am sure, but to 
publicly display it is a disgrace. A girl’s behaviour during the circumcision is believed to determine her 
character for the rest of her life, and everyone is aware of this. 
In chapter two I discuss Leach’s (2002) argument that clitoridectomy violently mobilises women’s 
sexual and verbal powers, while containing their presumed inferior capacity for secrecy, often in the 
service of gerontocratic interests. If secrecy about violent (yet regenerative) practices is central to 
key ritual and personal moments (initiation, child birth) in the constitution of feminine selves, it 
seems that secrecy about certain types of war and domestic violence is also key to the ongoing 
process of reconstituting oneself as a “good” woman. Almost everybody we interviewed in George 
Brook described a “good” woman as one who sits quietly without publicising her troubles at home. 
Conversely, some men thought it reasonable to beat a wife who shames them publically. For 
example James told me that: 
An African man is an African man. If your woman goes around talking about you, telling all your secrets, then 
you will want to hit her.  
                                                          
22 Anthropologists have long noted that the organisation of women into secret societies allows them to exert a 
significant degree of political power (e.g. Coulter 2005: 437; Hoffer 1975). In the few conversations I did have 
addressing Bondo, with both women in George Brook and female activists (who spoke much more openly about 
initiation practices, since the key strategy for resisting them was to publically reveal and ‘expose’ Bondo secrets), 
women seemed to reference internal stratification rather than unification in their accounts (cf. Bledsoe 1984). For 
instance they described the political and ritual powers of the soweh elders who conduct initiations (rather than the 
political unity of their respective societies as a whole), since sowehs can curse those who expose Bondo secrets and are 
perceived to have considerable sway with politicians. Some older women we interviewed mentioned being soweh 
elders themselves in their home villages before being brought by their adult children to Freetown. It seems that many 
initiated women in George Brook went through the ceremony in their natal villages. Thus female George Brook 
residents were not ‘united’ by membership in one local society, nor could they always participate in the ritual and 
political activities of the societies which they had joined. 
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This comment was entirely unprompted, as I never asked him about his views on domestic violence. 
He raised the issue himself while talking about the disadvantages of migrating to a western country, 
one of which he assumed would be increased police surveillance of intimate relations. Most people 
also stated that women should be married so they do not remain “open” to sexual relations with 
multiple men. Women often described marriage (attachment to a single man) as a form of 
protection, since marriage not only confers respect but makes other men “afraid”. Mosun, for 
instance, whose parents hastened her planned marriage to an older man during the war because 
the rebels were calling for girls (she later divorced him due to neglect following the death of one her 
children), told us: 
My pastor says, any woman who doesn’t have a man is like a house without a door, so everybody can come 
and see what is inside. 
Again, I heard the “house without a door” analogy repeatedly in relation to unmarried women. As we 
have seen, closure to multiple sexual relations ideologically contains the more wild, dangerous 
powers of the feminine; while practically (from women’s perspective) protecting them from the 
disrepute that could result from equally dangerous male advances. In chapter two I include Ferme’s 
(2001: 177) summary of the Mende semantic analogies between mouth, vagina, and door (all being 
types of thresholds that must be carefully contained to keep dangerous forces at bay). Similarly, 
secrecy, everyday feminine discretion and “bearing” mistreatment emerged as key elements in our 
informants’ idealised models of womanhood, and were considered to be key factors in maintaining 
the moral order of the household through harmonious conjugal relations.  
 
Anita (aged 33) explained that her husband often spent his days drinking and “loving to” other 
women. Describing why she makes a good wife, she told us: 
I take care of my man, my children and the house. If he beats me, because I’m a good woman, I forgive him, 
and make him food. 
Of course, women were giving idealised responses to such questions, and other aspects of their 
interviews (including the very act of revealing their domestic troubles) indicated that they had not 
completely internalised dominant ideals of subservience. Indeed, other subdominant ideals of 
womanhood seemed to be at play (but perhaps were less likely to verbalised). Despite claiming to 
forgive her husband’s affairs, Anita for instance later told us that she fights him (putting up her fists) 
because of jealousy. Justina (aged 37), speaking in the presence of a few other women and 
children, explained that an ideal woman is: 
hardworking...For me, for the last two months, I am the one who is responsible for feeding the house. But 
nobody knows that, I keep the secret to myself, because my husband is not working. I cover my husband’s 
shame. 
Tu (aged 35) and her husband Babah (aged 40) gave similar responses (also in the presence of 
others): 
68 
 
Babah: My wife is a good woman because she covers my shame. Because I am not working. So when my 
wife goes out and sells, she returns to prepare food for the whole family.  
Tu: A good woman covers the secrets of her husband.  
Such ideologies seemed to be widespread. When I visited Jennifer’s village in northern Sierra 
Leone, one of Jennifer’s female friends had been caught with her lover by her husband. I witnessed 
him complaining several times about the fact that she had “shamed” him. His grievances centred on 
her supposed indiscretion and the public nature of the affair (although his loud complaints certainly 
seemed to publicise it even more), rather than on her infidelity per se. A woman’s responsibility to 
cover her husband’s shame was thus a theme I encountered both in George Brook and outside. 
 
Women’s Accounts of Domestic Conflict 
 
I have argued that women spoke relatively more openly about domestic troubles than wartime 
experiences, and have used this contrast as a point of departure to examine the cultural 
representations of womanhood informing the ‘scripted’ nature of women’s war stories. However, this 
argument needs to be qualified. To start, it must be stressed that most women did not talk 
substantially about their domestic troubles. Out of the 43 women we interviewed, only 17 spoke 
about “maltreatment” from their husbands. Women used the Krio term “maltreat” to refer to 
economic neglect, physical beatings and affairs. The flexibility and ambiguity of the term meant that 
it could refer to a range of behaviours, and its use was rather politicised, allowing women to 
explicitly label the moral culpability of men and thus lay a claim to their resources. Unlike Aisha, the 
majority of women did not mention their domestic troubles unprompted. Most stories emerged 
specifically in response to the question, “What do you do with the money you earn selling?” (for 
instance see Georgina’s story in chapter one). Women would respond that that they are responsible 
for the upkeep of their households as their husbands are neglectful, abusive or alcoholic. Within the 
(ideally) polygamous and gerontocratic moral order of rural Sierra Leone, women are expected to 
be economically responsible for themselves and their children. For most of our informants, who 
struggled to secure a stable cash income, such autonomy was difficult to achieve in an urban 
situation where their productive labour was no longer valuable to men as farm labour, rendering 
them more overtly dependent on their husbands. Thus, many women represented, for instance, a 
husband’s failure to pay school fees for children as a form of neglect, whereas in rural areas women 
would most likely be expected to cover such costs (Mariane Ferme pers. comm.). While this shift 
reflects our informants’ increasingly subordinate position in the urban economy, women such as 
Georgina, Juliana, Anita and Justina were as likely to cite maltreatment or instances of “bearing” a 
husband’s poor economic circumstances as an affirmation of their moral womanhood. 
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Although less than half of our female informants spoke about marital troubles, I had the sense that 
fraught gender relations were widespread in George Brook. Of the women who did not raise the 
theme of domestic conflict, some were interviewed in the presence of their husbands or in-laws; 
others mentioned having “nowhere to go”, staying with neighbours, or “bearing” their husbands’ 
beatings, but did not discuss details; and sometimes women would try to gossip with me about 
previous interviewees, who were supposedly “playing games” or “lying” about their domestic 
situations.23 Although NGO staff often told me that gender-based violence (GBV) was “worse” in the 
provinces, this claim is incongruous with my impression of poorer women’s social position in 
Freetown, especially compared to prewar, rural ethnographic accounts. For example Ferme (2001: 
103) writes of men who were reluctant to confront their wives about extra-marital affairs in case the 
women decided to leave, and cites one case of a woman who successfully sued her husband under 
customary law for slapping her. I did not record any such cases in George Brook, and I witnessed in 
Ruth’s case her fiancé repeatedly accusing her of being unfaithful to justify verbal (and I suspect 
later physical) abuse. Although Ruth did take him to the FSU for one particularly harsh set of 
physical beatings, given the bureaucracy of the process she was unable to procure the financial 
reimbursement (covering her hospital costs) she had initially sought. James’ casual remark – that an 
“African man is an African man”, with the right to beat his wife with presumed impunity – exposes 
the assumptions which inform the behaviour of men such as Ruth’s (now former) fiancé. Indeed, 
James’ statement implies that police interference in a man’s right to beat his wife for publically 
shaming him is emasculating, and he thus implicitly links masculine personhood to the right to exert 
violence over wayward (dangerous) women (I stress that such assumptions are being implied at the 
level of ideological representation, for I do not know about the nature of James’ relationship with his 
wife). While it is perhaps not absolute, there seems to be a marked shift here from the type of logic 
that would allow a woman to sue a husband under customary law for hitting her. Martu’s story 
illustrates both the constraints and opportunities that women face when they move away from their 
natal or affinal families. Martu described how her first husband would spend most of their money on 
alcohol. While she lived with his family, they “encouraged” her to “bear” him. After they moved to 
another village, Martu found herself with little support, but was also able to divorce her husband and 
come and stay with her brother in Freetown: 
 
                                                          
23
 Such gossip would have been an excellent source of information on tensions and politics between women 
themselves; and in some particularly ambiguous or confusing cases I would have liked to verify women’s stories with 
other people. However, I had given my word that I would keep everybody’s stories, photos and voice recordings ‘secret’ 
(and only write about stories using pseudonyms), and had promised that I would not talk about anybody with their 
neighbours, particularly given almost everybody’s (professed) concerns with secrecy and backbiting. I therefore did not 
encourage such conversations, although I sometimes did try to verify stories with family members who themselves 
featured in the stories concerned.  
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The man was mistreating me and the children...If I didn’t sell, we wouldn’t eat. So I asked myself, “What kind 
of man is this?” When he had money, he would buy rum...Even his brother tried to talk to him, but could not 
convince him to change his behaviour.  
Unfortunately, her brother passed away last year, and she is now partially dependent on her 
boyfriend (since she did not earn a sufficient income through petty trading), who she described as 
unable and unwilling to help with her five children from the previous marriage. 
 
In chapter one I suggested that marital relationships are understood through the idiom of ‘trouble’, 
and thus adult personhood is partially conceptualised in terms of fraught sexual relations. On one 
level, women described complementarity between the sexes – I commonly heard the refrain that 
wives and husbands contribute “half-half” or “fifty-fifty” to a household, consistent with ideologies of 
‘cross-fertilisation’ of female and male power as discussed in chapter two. Underneath, however, 
most women expected that they would have to struggle to ensure their husband’s were 
economically responsible for them, and in this regard many would visit healers and diviners to try to 
contain the behaviour of errant husbands, or to seek advice for a divorce. A turning point in my 
friendship with Jennifer occurred when we both shared past experiences of troubled relationships. 
Prior to this, Jennifer had addressed and treated me rather formally. Once we decided to see a 
healer in George Brook together, her attitude changed – she told me that “our contemporaries in 
George Brook” (that is, other women) regularly seek the advice of healers; and from this point 
whenever anybody referred to me as a “white man” (a term that was often used to describe 
foreigners in a gender-neutral way) she would correct them (“she is a white woman”). In Jennifer’s 
eyes, sharing my own past troubles with men brought me closer to local concepts of womanhood.  
 
Evoking the tropes of ‘trouble’ and ‘maltreatment’ therefore provide ways for women to claim from  
men the economic and emotional resources necessary to support themselves and their children. In 
some cases such maltreatment was coupled with physical beatings that prompted the women 
involved (or their families) to seek a divorce. While the political nature of such claims does not 
negate the emotional pain that some women clearly felt at the hands of an abusive lover; idioms of 
domestic conflict also allowed women to justify leaving an undesirable relationship. In contrast to 
their accounts of war, our female informants did not cite accounts of domestic trouble to ‘victimise’ 
themselves. Certainly such accounts implied an idiom of dependency in relation to men (but not in 
relation to me, as with their war accounts). Yet stories of conflict also allowed women to frame their 
own behaviour through ideas of autonomy and feminine economy. 
 
Take the case of Sia (aged 27), who during our first interview had discussed at some length her 
troubles with her first husband. Until the end of our second interview, I had the impression that her 
relations with her current husband were relatively harmonious. In response to the income question, 
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for instance, she told us she could not “blame” her current husband for being unable to fully support 
her and her children, given his limited resources. Unusually, in Sia’s case it was a question about 
ideals (“What makes a good husband for you?”) rather than questions about her concrete situation 
that prompted her to re-narrate her current marital relationship in terms of conflict: 
Well me, I have a long story to tell, because I have a problem with my husband, so I cannot decide who is a 
good man for me... This man has been approaching me ... since my first daughter was only two weeks 
old...But at the time I did not love him, I even bore another child to my first husband. But now I am with him 
the family of this man does not love me. His mother is treating me badly. Whenever I go there, she calls my 
husband and tells him, “Sia is not at home, Sia is outside, Sia has gone so so side”. She is backbiting me. So 
presently the man is not treating me right...For now I cannot decide what to do. If God sends a saviour for my 
family, I might decide to leave the man go to the other side... [As a police officer he has a regular income] but 
he cannot even take one bag of rice to my parents at the end of every three months.  
At this point Sia’s young male neighbour (who looked to be in his early twenties) overheard and 
joined the conversation. When I asked Sia if she thought it was important for a woman to be 
married, he called out that single women inevitably become prostitutes. His presence created an 
obvious gendered antagonism between himself on the one hand and Jennifer and Sia on the other. 
Jennifer had herself told me on numerous occasions that marriage confers respect to a woman, and 
that unmarried women are likely to become ‘prostitutes’. This time however, she sided with Sia. 
Obviously, to not have done so would have been socially inappropriate, since both of us were 
listening to and sympathising with Sia’s story. Nonetheless, both Jennifer and Sia clearly shared an 
understanding that masculinity was also intricately linked to economy and the willingness to help a 
wife’s family; and understood a ‘good woman’ – recast here in terms of daughterhood rather than 
wifehood – to be one who could financially support her parents through her relationships with men. 
A heated discussion between Jennifer, Sia and the young man then ensued about men wanting to 
live with women but neglecting to take responsibility, causing women to be “choked” for money. Sia 
stated that her husband gives her no money for food for herself or her parents, so she has to rely on 
her boyfriends. Jennifer immediately defended her:  
She has to have boyfriends because the man is so wicked. He did not even give her 15,000 leones [€3] for 
food last month. 
While Jennifer and Sia valorised moral obligations pertaining to daughterhood and motherhood over 
the obligation of wifely fidelity, their point was much more about male moral culpability 
(“wickedness”) than about female victimhood. Far from portraying women as ‘victims’ of men, at one 
stage Jennifer sharply called out to Sia’s young neighbour: 
Women do all things for men. If it wasn’t for women, Salone men would die quick. 
Sia and Jennifer thus recognised that dominant ideological constructs of female dependency were 
in fact underlined by men’s reciprocal dependency on them. 
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Kadie (aged 22) was one our younger informants. When we interviewed her at her home, an older, 
rather intoxicated man was present, introducing himself in English as a family friend. Kadie was 
raising an infant daughter whose father was studying in the provincial town of Bo. Although she 
described herself as ‘engaged’, she later said she was unsure if he would return to marry her. She 
never mentioned any domestic troubles or conflict, and in her account the exact nature of her 
relationship with her daughter’s father remained ambiguous. The older man constantly tried to 
answer for her, describing her as a “poor little girl” and “single mother” who had been abandoned by 
her boyfriend, and at one stage claimed that her family moved to George Brook to escape the 
harassment they experienced in central Freetown. Kadie herself, however, fiercely rejected his 
attempts to ‘victimise’ her, retorting, “Which harassment?!”; and sharply telling him to keep quiet and 
not talk for her. However, towards the end of the interview she agreed enthusiastically with his views 
on the behaviour of young men in George Brook: 
In most cases, the mother takes care of the entire family, especially the children. The father comes once in a 
while, when he feel like it. So she is always like a single mother. 
While Kadie resisted his imposition of a victimised subjectivity, she agreed with his description of 
her social position, which she reframed in terms of both present hardships and future hopes: 
Yes it’s hard, because...I want to educate my daughter, I want to educate myself...and even go back to 
school. But my man is not working, so I feed myself and I feed my daughter. 
 
I felt that even the few women who (always quietly) cried when describing their domestic troubles 
recounted their suffering and their patience to affirm their status as moral women (who “bear” pain), 
rather than to present themselves as disadvantaged victims. Although most women recounted their 
domestic troubles pragmatically, I continued to feel uncomfortable probing the topic. If a woman 
mentioned being divorced or separated, I would ask if she minded talking about why. Women would 
cite maltreatment, beatings, affairs or interference from in-laws. Those who were talkative offered 
more details, but I rarely asked for them outright. In many cases, my discomfort in pursuing the 
theme of domestic conflict has meant my interview data ‘stops’ just where a story may have become 
most interesting. However, it also means that women themselves were only comfortable narrating 
unprompted accounts of ‘maltreatment’ up to the point at which they could reaffirm their moral 
womanhood and struggles to become materially secure. After this point, accounts of domestic 
troubles were also contained and subject to an aesthetics of concealment, suggesting a continuity 
(and not just contrast) with the narration of war accounts; for in both cases that which is in the 
domain of the ‘sayable’ is that which reaffirms the constitution of one’s moral womanhood in terms 
of patience, “bearing”, suffering and secrecy. 
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CHAPTER FIVE Conclusion 
The (Dis)Ordering Power of Violence 
 
Anthropological fieldwork in Sierra Leone conducted after the war has examined not only how 
women and men ‘recover’ from experiences of violence, but also the structural continuity of military 
violence into the political-economic and domestic realms (for instance Coulter 2009 and Hoffman 
2011). The work of Veena Das (2007, 2008) is particularly useful for understanding how violence is 
mobilised in political projects to unmake and remake social worlds, during both war and peacetime 
(Das 2008: 293-294). Das argues that moments of extraordinary political violence were “folded into 
the ordinary” (2008: 283) lives of the Punjabi women with whom she worked (see also Das 2007). 
Nonetheless, she distinguishes between ‘sayable’ and ‘unsayable’ forms of violence, a point which I 
explore below. Through an insightful discussion of the sexualisation of the social contract, Das 
(2008) explores how violence and gender intersect to establish both political and domestic authority. 
States, and the social (or insurgent) groups that emerge as the mirror reflection of states (ibid: 287), 
can demand different types of attachments from their male and female members. In the ‘modern’ 
nation-state for instance, she argues that men are associated with the figure of the soldier, and 
expected to give up their lives or take lives for the nation; while women are associated with the 
figure of the mother and expected to ‘give birth’ to the nation by reproducing ‘legitimate’ citizens who 
in turn will be prepared to die for the nation (ibid: 285). The category of gender is therefore central to 
understanding how the political order is tied to the domestic order through violence (ibid: 284). 
Applying her general argument to India, Das shows how the symbolic figure of the ‘abducted 
woman’ defined India as a predominantly masculine nation. By equating the social disorder of the 
Partition to the sexual disorder of having Hindu women abducted by Muslim men, “the state could 
be instituted as essentially a social contract between men charged with keeping male violence 
against women in abeyance”, while the sexual contract placed women in the home under the 
authority of a patriarchal figure (Das 2007: 21). In chapters two and three we have seen that the 
postwar figure of the ‘victimised woman’, promoted in Sierra Leone by state and humanitarian 
institutions alike, has similarly masculinised representations of the political and military domains. I 
have argued that the liberal figure of the victimised woman is (albeit implicitly) the discursive 
corollary of the militarised man, in a patrimonial context where militarised masculinities were often 
renewed, empowered and defined through multiple and exploitative sexual relations with women.  
 
In coupling the social and sexual contracts to the emergence of modern nation states, Das 
acknowledges that other modes of political and domestic organisation exist, indicating different 
types of relationships between violence and specific modes of sociality. She points to the warrior-
figure as a mobilisation of gender that “might draw from different kinds of social and cosmological 
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imaginaries from the ones tied to nation-states” (Das 2008: 288). Instead of dying for the nation, for 
instance, the warrior may be waging war as an ancestral spirit.24 In Sierra Leone, I have argued that 
the ‘wealth in people’ paradigm allows ‘big’ men and women to assert political authority by 
combining and transcending female and male generative power. Female reproductive power – 
partially controlled by big persons through the institutions of initiation and marriage – is thus central 
to the generation of political power. Since women are essentially in control of their own 
reproduction, their agency has to be ideologically and socially contained. Thus in Sierra Leone and 
West Africa more broadly, I would suggest that normative patrimonial modes of generating, 
asserting and organising political power can be most fruitfully analysed by considering the social 
and sexual contracts as one – in which violence is used to contain and mobilise gendered power for 
projects of social ordering and disordering (such as warfare). Far from being a ‘traditional’ 
alternative to the ‘modern’ nation state, the patrimonial ‘wealth in people’ paradigm developed in 
response to an ongoing history of slavery, violence and warfare, and I would suggest it is as equally 
(although perhaps alternatively – cf. Trouillot 2002) ‘modern’ as the liberal masculinisation of the 
social contract and domestication of the sexual contract.  
 
Das argues that women reconstitute themselves as active subjects in the process of continually 
managing everyday violence and dominant cultural representations (Das 2007: 14-15). She 
therefore identifies agency rather than passivity in the making of the subject, and one of her key 
aims is to understand how silence about violence can be agentive. It is here that the distinction 
between sayable and unsayable forms of violence becomes important. Writing about her work with 
urban families in the Partitioned state of the Punjab, she argues that certain forms of aggression (for 
instance, abuse or sexual betrayal by a husband) are ‘sayable’ in Punjabi culture through 
performative gestures or storytelling (although these have to be managed carefully in public life). 
She gives the example of Manjit, whose husband, suspecting that Manjit had been sexually abused 
during her period of Partition abduction, expressed his ongoing frustration by physically abusing 
their eldest son and later their daughter-in-law. Since she was able to verbalise such domestic 
violations, Manjit could experiment with the making of culture by questioning, for instance, the 
morality of her husband’s violence towards their son’s young bride; and particularly as her husband 
became bed-ridden, Manjit began to impose her own version of the family (ibid: 82-86). Here, Das 
identifies a form of violence that can be socially-recognised, and hence mobilised in 
experimentations with the remaking of culture through a descent into the ordinary work of everyday 
life (managing conflicting relationships), rather than an ascent into the transcendent (ibid.: 86). In 
                                                          
24
 In the Western imaginary, the warrior-figure, together with the contentious figure of the suicide-bomber, 
differentiate rational, rule-bound, masculine and civilised warfare from anarchic, nihilistic and barbaric warfare. Das 
therefore argues that notions of modern, “civilised” warfare in fact depend upon constructing alternative modes of 
violence as “savage” (ibid: 287). 
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contrast, she found that both men and women refused to narrate their experiences of violence 
during the Partition (ibid: 80). Indeed, this was the reason that Manjit’s husband never confronted 
her directly about her abduction. The spectacular, unsayable violence of the Partition was such that 
“claims over culture through disputation became impossible” (Das 2007: 89). For Manjit, this code of 
silence provided a form of cultural protection, for her husband’s suspicions about her Partition 
experiences were deflected to the ‘sayable’ realm of everyday relationships and conflicts, allowing 
her to embrace and actively rework the dominant signs of her subjection (for instance, as a wife) by 
containing dangerous knowledge and reworking her familial relationships (ibid: 86-88).  
 
Das provides a framework for interpreting the workings of gendered power in both conflict 
(‘extraordinary’ or spectacular) and ‘postconflict’ (‘ordinary’ or everyday) situations. However, given 
the markedly different ways women spoke about war violence and domestic conflict, and the fact 
that both liberal and patrimonial ideals of organising domestic and political authority operate in 
George Brook, the challenge here is not to take for granted the structural continuity of gendered 
violence between the domestic and political domains. While the women with whom Das worked 
were also silent about their experiences of Partition violence, she explores structural continuity 
through detailed case studies of women she has known for several years. She thus shows how 
political violence is “folded into the ordinary” lives of individual women such as Manjit. Given that my 
fieldwork was predominantly interview-based and for a relatively short period of time, I certainly did 
not form such intimate relationships with my informants, and precisely because women spoke about 
domestic conflict and war violence as two very different orders of experience, I do not have the 
empirical data to show such continuity through case studies of individual women. In chapter two, I 
therefore focus on how the ideological category of secrecy mediates the relationship between 
violence and constructions of moral womanhood in Sierra Leone. On this normative level, we see a 
continuity in the logic of domestic and political violence, for in both cases bodily violence is used to 
mobilise the productive and reproductive powers of youths. My argument about the merging of the 
social and sexual contracts under patrimonial ideology is centred on cultural ideals of moral 
womanhood (that is, a moral woman is one who subjects herself to verbal and sexual containment, 
and seeks to economically support her family) and I do not (and cannot) take the additional step that 
Das makes: how women rework both patrimonial and liberal representations while negotiating the 
ongoing effects of extraordinary violence in their everyday lives (since I do not have concrete 
empirical evidence that could link their domestic troubles to structural or historical factors). In 
chapters one and three, I discuss the gendered suspicion and containment of wartime narratives 
which indicate that women in George Brook did to a large extent actively engage with ideological 
demands (explored in chapter two) to conceal their stories. Nonetheless, in chapter four I suggest 
that women exert agency through the act of embracing dominant ‘signs of subjection’ which require 
them to verbally and sexually contain their power.  
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I understand secrecy in the Sierra Leonean context to be much more of a strategy for containing the 
dangerous potential of violence when it is verbalised; and when it is verbalised by women in 
particular. It is the contrast between public and secret which gives both the ‘secret’ and the ‘public’ 
their symbolic and social power (cf. Pels 2002: 5). In this sense, the category of the secret cannot 
be equated to Das’ (2007) category of the ‘unsayable’ in any straightforward way. Given the very 
intimate links between secrecy and violence in the social construction of gendered persons in West 
Africa (for instance through circumcision and initiation), secrecy (as a strategy) is ideologically and 
discursively central to the construction of forms of everyday life, unlike the unsayable, extraordinary 
violence described by Das. However, as a culturally-dominant strategy, secrecy certainly allows 
women to manage the more unsayable aspects of their experience while conforming to, actively 
embracing, and subtly reworking hegemonic constructions of womanhood, through precisely those 
aspects of their experience that are sayable (that is, experiences of domestic conflict).  
 
Effie (aged 28) was our only female informant to speak at length about the war, and one of the few 
who drew radical continuities between her wartime and peacetime experiences. In this sense, she is 
perhaps one of the exceptions who prove the rule. Effie was also the only woman we interviewed to 
be abducted by the rebels for a significant period of time. We initially discovered she had been 
abducted when I asked about her age at first marriage. Her younger sister was present and replied: 
We do not know the actual time she got married because she was taken by the rebels [for over a year]...She 
was not married when the rebels captured her...But later, she gave birth for one rebel, a rebel child. 
Describing her abduction, Effie added: 
The rebels captured me and my mother. They threatened my mother, and then left her. The man who 
captured me asked, “Who is your father, is your father a kamajoh, or a rebel?” I said, “No, my father is an 
ordinary civilian”. He said, “Ok, I am going to take you for my wife.” And so he took me back to their 
compound. When they went to attack, they left me in the compound...Anybody who they captured who was a 
civilian, they left in that compound.  
Given her initial shyness, Effie surprised me during our second when she gave a lengthy and largely 
unprompted account of her wartime experiences, describing her abduction, her father’s attempts to 
rescue her, and her aunt’s attempts to make her first (rebel) husband responsible for her and her 
daughter after the war. Unlike Coulter’s informants she did not mention wartime rape or sexual 
violence at all, only alluding to these via the domestic idiom of being taken as a wife and giving 
birth. Having become a mother during the war (key to her current claims to adult womanhood), Effie 
could not discuss her wartime experiences as an entirely different order of experience to her current 
situation. Her “rebel child” embodied the very social, intimate and violent circumstances and 
relationships of her capture (note that it was her sister who used the qualifier “rebel” – Effie by 
contrast was careful to position herself as a civilian within the rebel compound), and the ‘public 
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secret’ of her wartime rape. I believe Effie’s wartime experiences were more ‘sayable’ not only 
because they could be represented as a domestic arrangement; her period of abduction was in fact 
a domestic arrangement. At times I was struck by the intimacy with which she described her 
relations with her first husband. Later however, she said her first husband did not treat her “fine”, 
avoiding any further details. Her account therefore became more contained on the domestic register 
where many other women ‘opened up’ (relatively speaking). Indeed, Effie herself later spoke more 
openly about her troubles with her current husband (which she defined largely in terms of financial 
neglect). Nonetheless, her experiences of being ‘taken’ and then mistreated by her first husband are 
not entirely dissimilar from the ‘civilian’ experiences of Georgina, Mosun, and several other women 
we interviewed, who were initially married to men not of their choosing.  
 
I have argued that for our female informants in George Brook, experiences of domestic conflict 
could be more readily expressed through personalised idioms than experiences of wartime conflict. 
In their accounts of war, women generally avoided presenting their bodies as potential targets of 
violence. In chapters two and three, we saw that feminine revelation and verbalisation of 
experiences of bodily violence can potentially (re)activate the dangerous and regenerative powers 
associated with the bush. Within the longer standing patrimonial ideology of the region, such powers 
are mobilised through bodily violence – and contained through secrecy – to serve the interests of 
both warfare and domestic production and reproduction (for instance through violent initiation into 
fighting factions or secret societies). By de-centring her individual experience of violence in her 
account, Effie not only contained the dangerous potential of her words, she also reconfigured her 
personal experience of marginalisation through a domestic idiom, allowing her to affirm her status 
as an adult woman through the tropes of daughterhood, motherhood, and wifehood. For other 
women who voiced their domestic troubles, such identification and verbalisation could help them 
productively manage conflicts – for instance by exerting a moral claim over their husbands, justifying 
grounds for separation, or seeking the advice of a healer. In the case of both past and present 
domestic conflict, verbal revelation actively reinforced many of our informants’ moral and social 
status as women (but importantly, not as ‘victims’) through specifically feminine characteristics such 
as “patience” and “bearing [maltreatment]”. After these points however, women generally reverted to 
an aesthetics of concealment in their unprompted accounts of domestic conflict. Further research 
here would clarify our understanding of how women’s agency is both contained and asserted 
through experiences and narratives of violence. 
 
To conclude, I return to my argument in chapters one and three that while recounting stories of 
violence might risk reactivating it, such verbalisation simultaneously allows women to connect to 
international institutions (and individuals) who presumably have access to great material wealth, 
and to draw them into reciprocal relationships of patronage and exchange (Shaw 2007b: 205). I 
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have suggested that during our interviews, women reconciled the tension between competing 
demands to conceal or reveal their stories of war violence by narrating scripted accounts which 
interpreted liberal discourses of empowerment in terms of patrimonial discourses of dependency, in 
the hope that I would have access to institutional resources which could help alleviate their material 
‘suffering’ and ‘strain’. Here, we see that the humanitarian demand for war stories and the 
hegemonic trope of victimhood, combined with an aesthetics of ambiguity and expectations for 
patronage, has resulted in the commodification of stories of wartime violence, arguably a pattern 
that is occurring in both urban and rural areas (cf. Coulter 2009). In chapter four, I present the 
contrasting way some women discussed domestic conflict – that is, without ‘victimising’ themselves 
to draw me into a patrimonial relationship. Through this contrast, we see that women’s engagement 
with hegemonic discourses does not necessarily transform them into passive subjective nodes 
within a discursive field of power (cf. Welker 2012). The realm of intimate relationships was subject 
to a different aesthetics of concealment and women were never completely or categorically 
‘victimised’, ‘empowered’ or subserviently ‘sitting down quietly’, since they did in fact verbalise 
experiences of conflict that reaffirmed their moral womanhood. 
 
Suggestions for Further Research 
 
While I have identified continuities in the ordering (or disordering) power of violence between the 
domestic and political domains at the level of ideological representation (see chapters two and four), 
I suggest that longer term fieldwork is required to understand the empirical continuities, and the 
precise ways in which the militarisation of Sierra Leonean society during the war has had ongoing 
effects on gender roles, intimate relations and the sexualisation of the social contract, particularly in 
urban areas.  
 
At a general level, by describing the gender relations and various forms of women’s agency – that to 
some extent inform the patrimonial and gerontocratic motif of the ‘weak but dangerous woman’ (see 
chapter 2) – evident in prewar, rural life, we can speculate on some of the shifts that seem to be 
occurring in postwar, urban Freetown (cf. Shaw 2002: 196-200). Ferme’s (2001: 88-109) case 
studies about the fragility of intimate and marital relations between men and women in prewar 
Kpauawala highlight male anxieties about women’s mobility. Divorce in these cases was primarily 
expressed in terms of anxieties about women leaving men, and indeed Ferme shows that women 
did make strategic decisions to leave or stay with their husbands, although their possible courses of 
action were highly limited compared to men. In George Brook, by contrast, men are not dependent 
on the labouring bodies of women on the farm, and the social mobility that ideologically continues 
(for instance through initiation practices) to construct women as ‘weak but dangerous’ seemed less 
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present. As argued in chapters two and three, wartime and postwar international interventions in 
Sierra Leone, such as the arming of the CDF, and the victim-perpetrator binary that underscored 
DDR, have shifted ideas of military power towards a more masculine idiom (see Coulter 2009; 
Ferme and Hoffman 2004; Leach 2000; and Schroven 2006). While the military realm has thus 
become increasingly masculinised, the masculine realm has simultaneously become increasingly 
militarised. This second process is also equally evident in both wartime and postwar processes. 
Shaw (2002: 196-200) for instance, discusses the wartime militarisation of the state and the 
subsequent valorisation of male soldiers in the Sierra Leone Army (SLA) and ECOMOG. 
Meanwhile, Hoffman (2011) argues that with men’s decreasing capacity to cultivate dependents (a 
project for which they are interdependent on women’s and other young men’s productive and 
reproductive labour) in a patrimonial system, male participation as subjects in the West African 
warscape increasingly depends on their bodily capacity for violence (ibid: 109). Violence is not only 
a tool or a strategy, rather it is a commodity “interchangeable with diamonds and cash, its value 
translated into political subjectivity and masculine identity” (ibid: 108). Hoffman shows how the 
emergence of a regional war and extraction economy in West Africa has created a mobile set of 
masculine subjectivities, contrasting with Ferme (2001: 144) and Shaw’s (2002: 162-163 and 194-
195) discussions of women’s greater social mobility (associated with both their marginality and 
subordinate agency) vis-a-vis men.  
 
Thus we see that wartime and post-war international interventions in Sierra Leone have introduced 
a set of liberal discourses and practices associated with victimised femininities and militarised 
masculinities. While I argue that women do not necessarily see themselves as victims in relation to 
their domestic troubles, the shift towards more militarised and masculinised idioms in the political 
and economic domains would certainly have an effect on gender relations. Through detailed 
empirical data we might be able to understand exactly how such shifts are related to the seemingly 
increased circumscription of women’s social mobility in poorer urban neighbourhoods such as 
George Brook. 
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